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	1. Chapter 1

The foundation of Hiccup's house shook as Toothless pounds at the roof, roaring for him to wake up. Small dusts and dirt clouds bleed through the cracks, sprinkling around Hiccup's floor. Irritated, Hiccup pulls his quilt up over his head; as if thinking that Toothless could somehow see him, and stop. But that's never the case. Finally, Hiccup sighs in aggravation and kicks the covers off. He grabs a fleece before stepping outside, where winter has settled its blanket of snow for the season.

Several months have passed since Hiccup had defeated his dreaded Doppelganger Hadrian. Be that as it may, by force of habit, Hiccup had trouble sleeping for the first three weeks, expecting Hadrian to appear again and threaten his home and everyone he loves. But each night, Hiccup fell into a dreamless slumber. No disturbances, and no visitations. While he's glad to finally be rid of him, a small seed of sorrow sprouts, as Hadrian was somehow his connection to his deceased mother. Whenever Hiccup was in trouble by Hadrian, his mother would come and help him, or at least show him a way to fight back. But nothing has happened since Hiccup had trapped Hadrian inside a magical spell book belonging to Heather's grandmother. Then bounding him inside with a circle of salt, Hiccup has never seen Hadrian, or his mother since. Hiccup is despised at thinking that his enemy was his only solid link back to his mother.

Even with the fleece on, it does little to hold in the warmth of his bed as it immediately leaches into the air of the brittle cold. Winter in Berk lasts most of the year; it snows for nine months of the year, then hails the other three. The snow crunches under his feet as he makes his way around the side of the house, and finds his Night Fury Toothless sitting in the snow; Hiccup's saddle already pulled out, lying spread at his feet.

Hiccup straps on the saddle and hops aboard Toothless. "Ready bud?"

Toothless coos, and in a flap of Toothless' forty-foot wings, they're up in the air, surrounded by clouds. Sharp, icy snowflakes bite ay Hiccup's exposed skin as they zoom through – what would normally be considered a light falling of snow. The rising sun peeks over the horizon, bringing on the dawn of another new day. It's a whisper in the cold morning air as Hiccup leans Toothless to the right, making then tip to the side. They zip past a small mountain then level out as the view of the Academy comes into view. He can faintly make out Gobber as he pulls a wagon of weapons inside.

Heather's grandmother, or Grandmamma as she likes to be called, has long since moved into Mildew's old house on top of the hill outside of town. While Hiccup and his father have offered houses closer to Heather and her family, she insisted she stays up there. She explained how it gave her the perfect amount of room to test her spells and incantations. Heather and her family have also decided to remain in Berk, finding a permanent home within the Plaza of the village. Hiccup feels his cheeks warm as the thought of Heather comes to mind, then suddenly Astrid comes in too. Hiccup shakes his head as both pictures of Heather and Astrid didn't mix well together.

While the girls haven't been hammering Hiccup about choosing between one or the other, Hiccup still feels bad about almost making the girls wait on who he wishes to choose. Probably because there hasn't been any official clarification on who Hiccup really likes. He still hasn't kissed Heather, and even with the kisses he receives from Astrid the two still carry on their lives as friends. But when Hiccup really had the chance to think about it, his feelings for both girls seemed to have dwindles down. With everything that's happened, Hiccup really doesn't feel anything toward the girls. Perhaps his mind was just still occupied on Hadrian. Whatever the case, it bewildered Hiccup that he had suddenly lost his feelings for such beautiful girls. Toothless coos, catching Hiccup's attention. Hiccup looks ahead and sees Grandmamma's house come into view. Reminding him he had a magical session with her today.

Ever since she had helped Hiccup defeat Hadrian, Hiccup's learned to keep a more open mind about his beliefs in the magical realms. Before the first official snowfall of the season, Grandmamma had pulled Hiccup and Stoick aside, telling them about something important. She talked about how Hiccup's powers were that of something deeper than a simple given ability the realm of dreams. She said they were something more, and that Hiccup possibly possessed a great gift. She didn't say much about it, wanting to keep it under control until her theories were proven correct, whatever they may be. Hiccup was hesitant about going into magic, but after she explained about just doing a few simple tests, and learning a few spells to keep his powers leveled, Hiccup decided he had nothing to lose and agreed. Although his ability to control them left little to be desired. The last time they tried a spell, Hiccup had nearly set Grandmamma's kitchen table on fire.

"Practice makes perfect." She always said to him.

Hiccup takes a deep breath. "Alright bud. Let's get this over with." Then Hiccup leans forward and Toothless dives down landing in the old cabbage field outside the house.

The snow has begun to stick to Hiccup's feet as he leaves a trail of footprints behind him. At the front door, Hiccup pauses to stomp the wet stuff from his show and prostatic leg. He lightly knocks on the door and waits. While he rocks back and forth on the heels of his feet, he manages to catch his reflection in the icy frost on one of the wooden posts outside the front door. Hiccup looks to himself, and sighs.

Hiccup didn't think he looked that different until one day, as he was working in the blacksmith's shop, a man had come in asking his axe altered. Gobber was just finishing the final touches on a new shield. Hiccup agreed and had taken the weapon to the hearth. He had just pressed down on the fan pump when the man suddenly spoke.

"You know, you've definitely changed since the last time I remember you Hiccup."

Hiccup didn't think much of it, as Gobber suddenly jumped in, taking over Hiccup's task of fixing the sword. Hiccup merely smiled weakly to ensure Gobber he didn't find any offense to what the man said, but much more rather curiosity.

"What do you mean changed?" Hiccup questions as he walks over to the window of the shop, boosting himself up, crossing his legs.

The man kept his gaze on Gobber as he hammers away at the bright orange sword. Giving an odd, breathy laugh before speaking. "I mean, you just looked more, how do you say, tough."

Hiccup ponders over the words as sparks flew off the metal as it scrapes against the spinning stone.

The man speaks again. "I don't really know what happened between the two of you, but judging from those wounds and that look in your eyes, I'm guessing I don't want to."

Hiccup turns to him in confusion, but before he could ask any further questions, the man had already walked to Gobber taking his sword and exchanging a few coins for his service.

"Anyway, you have a nice day." Then he turns, sheathing his sword and walking on, not looking back.

Hiccup was left pondering over his appearance for the rest of that day. And when he got home, after washing his face before bed, he looked into the shield they kept in the bathroom, and Hiccup was startled. He did look different. And as for his yes, he can see why the man was acting unusual around him. They had this look, something of a predatory look. On edge, waiting for something to happen. On guard, intimidating. And his face and body were covered in scratches, wounds and cuts from his fierce battle with Hadrian. They were spread out across his body, claiming each section of skin as their own.

Hiccup blinks, snapping himself out of his trance. He catches himself staring at himself at the frosted wooden post. "So much has happened." He whispers to himself.

He hears the latch to the door jiggle and click, and Grandmamma swings the door wide open, smiling as she always does.

"Hiccup! Sweetie!" She cups his face and kisses both his cheeks before inviting him in. "Come in, come in before you freeze that little Viking tush of yours off!" she exclaims.

"You're in an awfully good mood." Hiccup says as he leaves his shoes on the mat near her front door.

"Oh it's the weather, honey. The gods have given us a beautiful blanket of snow this season." She expresses as she wanders over to her bookshelf.

"A blanket of ice more like it. It's really getting slippery out there." Hiccup says as he steps more into the house. Toothless coos as he walks over and brightens the fire in her fireplace by blowing a small spark into the wood.

"Oh I tell you, winter is my favorite time of year. When the snow covers everything, it's like a world of fragile things. The warm glow of life the village houses give off. Lit windows and smoke from chimneys."

Hiccup smiles as she pulls out two to three books. "Not to mention Snoggletog." Hiccup reminds them both. The annual holiday that comes along with the winter season. "So, what are we learning today?" he asks after warming his hands by the fire.

"Today, I will be training your mind." She answers as she places the book on the podium.

"Come again?"

"Today you will learn how to use your thoughts to give your spells power and energy." She explains as the book flips to a certain page all by itself after Grandmamma waves her hand over it.

"Are you sure? The last time I did this I nearly burned your kitchen down." Hiccup reminds with a smile.

"Oh don't worry about it sweetie. You're much better than the others I've taught. Oh let me tell you, this one boy, oy, couldn't tell a charm from a chakra." Grandmamma preaches.

Hiccup laughs as they get to work on the spells. This time it was better than he expected, as for one thing nothing caught on fire, and Hiccup could feel that spiritual connection Grandmamma was talking about when they first started. Grandmamma still refuses to reveal what about Hiccup's powers that has her so worried yet so excited. But not wanting to pry, Hiccup figures she'll tell him when she's ready, or until when she feels _he's_ ready. Hiccup flies home feeling more accomplished than before as he heads off to the Academy to begin his lesson with Gobber. Walking into the Academy, Hiccup was the last one to arrive and from what he could gather, Gobber had just gotten done explaining a list of survival skills and combat moves.

"Ah, Hiccup!" he exclaims as he turns his head noticing Hiccup. "Glad you made it. Take your spot and we'll begin our hand-to-hand combat practice.

Hiccup smiles as the Vikings spread out and ready themselves for whom Gobber will assign to fight. Hiccup has gained many points in combat practice lately, as his durability has increased dramatically after facing off against Hadrian. Gobber first assigns Snotlout and Tuffnut to battle first, and Hiccup can't help but smirk at the relief that comes across both of the boys' faces. While Snotlout and Tuffnut prep with a weapon of their choice, the others wait along the wall. Hiccup decides to take a seat while Astrid leans her back against the wall, arms folded. Fishlegs had gone to – most likely – fetch the book of dragons.

The two Vikings ready themselves, and Gobber raises his axe hand, and swings it down, initializing the start of the match. For a moment, both boys sway back and forth on the balls of their feet before Snotlout charges Tuffnut. After a few clangs of metal against metal, Hiccup quickly grows bored and gets to his feet. Aimlessly wandering toward the weapons rack, he traces his hand over a few of them before deciding to pick them up and test its weight. A knife, a sword, another sword with a thicker blade, a bludgeon, a hammer. By the time Hiccup had picked up a spear, Tuffnut was on the ground, hugging his middle, and Snotlout was cheering that annoying chant he did during the Thawfest Games. Hiccup rolls his eyes and puts back the spear, picking up a knife in its place. There was a small hole on the hilt, made for tying a rope through it and looping it to your belt. Hiccup pokes his finger through the hole and spins the knife around his finger.

"Alright Snotlout. We get it, you won. Now, you can either shut up, or I'll face you off against Hiccup." Gobber almost threatens.

Snotlout's voice suddenly cuts off and his gaze goes to Hiccup, still spinning the knife on his finger. Hiccup smirks. "No thank you." Snotlout whimpers before dropping the shield and scurrying over to join the other Vikings.

Gobber and Hiccup laugh in unison as Hiccup puts back the knife and joins the others. "Okay, now that we've got that settled, it's time to go over some flaws and mistakes to avoid in the future."

Following the lecture of today's combat practice, the lesson was then dismissed and Hiccup flies off to join his Dad in helping to cultivate the corn fields for winter. The corn had already been picked and washed, Hiccup and Stoick just needed to help peel the corn and send it off for delivery to the villagers. Hiccup finds Thornado outside the food storage and his father walking out carrying two huge wicker baskets.

"Need a hand?" Hiccup jokes as he takes one of the baskets.

"Thank you, son." He says. "It turns out they already go the job done, they just wanted us to pick these up."

"Oh, okay. Who are they for?" Hiccup asks.

"Us." Stoick answers. "I guess they just wanted to give us a gift for the holiday."

Hiccup smiles and straps the basket to Toothless' saddle before he and Stoick mount and fly home. Once home, Hiccup gets to work in peeling the green off of the corn while Stoick preps a sack of potatoes.

"So how was your day?" Hiccup asks as he feeds another peel of greens to the fire.

"Oh, long." Stoick says as he begins to peel three potatoes with his knife. "I'm tellin ya' some of these people. I don't know how I manage to deal with their drama every day."

"The Morgansons were that mad about the floor creaking?" Hiccup chuckles.

"They suggested, or more rather demanded to have the entire house rebuilt so nothing creaks." Stoick says, and Hiccup busts out laughing.

"Are you serious?"

"Dead serious."

"What did you say?" Hiccup asks as he plops the corn into a pot and swings it over the fire. Then he takes the kettle, which started to boil, and pour himself a cup.

"I say I'd do what I can. I plan on having Gobber breaking the news to them tomorrow." Stoick says as he starts to chop the potatoes. "Sometimes Gobber's bluntness comes in handy."

Hiccup pours Stoick a mug of water before flavoring it with honey. Then he takes the waste basket and slowly scrapes the peels into the trash. After helping his Dad stir the pot of corn, and boiling the potatoes, the two sit at the table and drink their cups of warm water.

"Oh, before I forget," Stoick starts. "Ms. Robin wants to know if you're available to help melt off some of the frost from her roof."

"Yeah sure." Hiccup agrees. "What time?"

"She said about noon tomorrow. She usually leaves around that time to do for a dip in the ocean."

"Good to know." Hiccup jokes and the two cheers as supper is ready.

Hiccup didn't really enjoy much of the volunteer work around the village, but Ms. Robin was an amazing baker, and she usually gave Hiccup a delicious reward of cookies in the end. The next day, Hiccup decides to head to Ms. Robin's house early to get the job done. Ms. Robin was fine with it and promised Hiccup a plate of cookies afterwards. Defrosting was trickier than Hiccup intended since Toothless' fire was hot enough to set the entire house ablaze, but Hiccup managed fine with giving Toothless the harder and thicker sections of ice. Once the roof was finished, Ms. Robin thanks Hiccup and hands him a small sack of warm cookies, wrapped in a plaid patterned blanket.

Stuffing the baked delicacies into his fur vest, Hiccup flies with Toothless back to the house. Walking through the front door, the house was empty. Hiccup decides to set the treats onto the counter for later when his dad gets home. Knowing how much his Dad loves Ms. Robins' baking, he wouldn't want to miss out on a bite. Hiccup had just put away yesterday's dishes when the front door bursts open.

"Hiccup!" Gobber calls.

"Gobber, what's up?" Hiccup asks as he saves a bowl from falling.

"Sorry to startle you, but your father wants you to come down to the docks immediately." Gobber informs.

"Is everything okay? He didn't tell me there'd be any tribal ships coming in today." Hiccup says.

"No, nothing like that, just some stray sailor who lost her way." Gobber says.

"Her?" Hiccup repeats, then slapping away Gobber's hand spider-crawling its way to the sack of cookies.

"Yeah," Gobber affirms smirking. "Apparently she got lost sailing home from a family vacation."

Hiccup laughs at Gobber's secret signal. He simply shakes his head and flies to the docks. Thornado was standing next to Stormfly as Hiccup lands. As Hiccup weaves his way through the small crowd gathering, Hiccup manages to spot Heather next to Fishlegs. Hiccup waves them hello and meets up with his Dad as he sees him speaking with someone whose face was concealed by the hood of a cloak.

From what Hiccup could see, she was about his age, but appeared older –more like a woman than a young girl. She had rose-red lips, ebony hair, and skin as white as snow, but her rounded face and figure helps to show her youth and innocence. As Hiccup steps closer, the woman's head turns and notices him. Hiccup stops and he can see her shyly smile. Stoick turns and smiles broadly.

"Ah, there you are son." He says as he wraps an arm around Hiccup's shoulder, tugging him over. "This is my heir and sire, Hiccup."

Hiccup smiles as the woman extends her hand out. "Nice to meet you."

Hiccup was in awe as he takes and shakes her hand. Her voice was so soft and feminine.

"Oh come now dearie, don't be shy." Stoick encourages as she withdraws her hand back into her cloak.

The woman smiles and the soft, feminine hand reaches up, pulling the hood back, revealing her face. Hiccup felt a gasp hitch in his throat. He thought he failed at containing it, but he realizes it wasn't him. It was every other man in the village. He shoots a glance back and sees every man's mouth agape; hypnotized.

She was breathtakingly beautiful. If there was any other word that could describe her beauty more powerfully, Hiccup couldn't think of it.

The button of the cloak comes undone and it puddle around her. The woman's hair, like that of a sorceress, lay curtaining around her head. It draped over the sides of her shoulders in long, coiling tendrils. It's possible she might have bangs, but Hiccup can't tell as they're held back with a headband. Her navy blue dress, heavy and flowing, like the inaugural gown of a princess or queen, spilled from either sides of her covered feet while the embellished train fell in gentle folds along the docks. The pleats and endless ripples in the lavish garment gave the illusion of softness, her face the illusion of life. The soft, sweeping lines in her dress and gentle arm movements emphasize her cheerful, sweet disposition and her joy for life. Her large, brown almond-shaped eyes capture the sense of wonder.

"A-and you are?" Hiccup stutters, nervously clearing his throat.

The woman gives him a warm smile.

"My name is Jolene."


	2. Chapter 2

**~ Hey guys! I can't even begin to say how sorry I am I haven't updated in a while. But I really appreciate your patience and that you continue to read the story. I promise now I'll update quicker and Again, thank you all so much for the reviews and comments! :D Xxx~**

* * *

><p>After two days of getting Jolene settled into her new home, the news of her arrival spread through the village like wild fire. Given that Berk has had its unfair share of unwelcomed guests, the fact that a beautiful, <em>nice<em> girl has paid a visit is rejuvenating.

According to the Vikings who helped dock her ship, Jolene had been on vacation when a storm caused her to dock the boat. By the time the storm had subsided, her boat was covered in frost and thrown of course. The Vikings recommend they send out a message to her village reporting they have her safe and sound, but Jolene denied. She explained about how her family was looking for new homes for her given that her eighteenth birthday was in a month.

While she remained within the boundaries of her current home, that didn't stop the men of the village from paying her 'welcoming' visits. They would deliver food, clothing, jewelry, weapons and the occasional yak. No doubt it was due to her unworldly beauty. Even Hiccup had to admit, he'd never seen such embossing creature such as Jolene. But as the chief's son, he was obligated to maintain his composure and put his duties before his love life.

Stoick had taken it upon himself to show Jolene around the village, and while it spared Hiccup the oncoming awkward conversation, he had a sense his father was merely trying to break the ice between the two before dumping her on Hiccup. For once Hiccup was grateful for his magic lessons with Grandmamma; gave him reasons to stay away. The feeling he gets with Jolene is beyond strange. She's the most beautiful girl he's undoubtedly seen outside of Berk, and one would think he'd want to spend every quaking moment with her. And yet Hiccup couldn't shake a feeling. But he merely dismissed it as nerves.

By now, the winter cold had settled on Berk and clung the wooden finishes on the house. Layers of white capped the flat tops of evergreen shrubs which glistened like frosted cupcakes. This morning, Hiccup was going to meet up with Grandmamma in the woods for an elemental spellwork for today. Shrugging on his fur vest, he substituted an apple for breakfast and headed downstairs. Toothless purrs as he chomps down an entire trout in one gulp. Turning, Hiccup opened the front door and let in a burst of frigid winter air. Even though the sudden burst of cold should have sent a shiver rattling through him, it didn't. Outside, Hiccup could see that the deep blue darkness had since lightened, evidence that the sawn was doing its best to push back the curtain of light.

Hopping up on Toothless, the two fly off to the woods, and just out of the corner of his eye he can see smoke coming from the chimney of Jolene's house. Bellowing black smoke, it clashes with the falling flakes of snow, mixing into soot. The wind tugs at the sleeves of Hiccup's tunic. It pulled at his hair and clung to his bare skin. But he didn't feel the cold. Only the sandlike sting of the snow as it raked his chapped face. Squinting his eyes, he tries his best to navigate as the flakes would occasionally zip into his eyes. Thankfully, Grandmamma's campfire smoke clashed against the white snow on the mountains. Swooping low, the two landed at her cabin on top the mountain. She had created one just outside her home and she stands there sketching into the snow as the two land.

"Hey Grandmamma." Hiccup said as they slowly approached her.

"Hey honey. How you doing?" she stops rubbing her hands together to brush kisses on both Hiccup's cheek.

"Good. So what are we learning today?" he nervously asks.

"Oh don't you worry honey. This will all be completely safe. Now first we should probably fetch the books from the basement."

"Great." Hiccup complains, not even trying to hide his loath.

Hiccup hurried up the short flight of stairs, twisted the knob, and pulled open the door. As he slipped inside, his skin flared fire hot. The stiff scent of aged paper, dust, and stale air greeted him. He turns to face the door as it closed. With a glance over his shoulder, he saw no one. Making his way through the skull and cobweb ridden spec, he reached the basement door, and with a shot of courage pulled it open and pounded down the flight of stairs. The tired light of torches burned a dull gold, adding little relief to the accumulated shadows. He takes a quick inventory of his familiar surroundings.

"Back here again." He whispers to himself as he walks past a torch on the bracket.

Tall wooden bookcases stood in close proximity to one another. Their shelves, once stuffed to the point of bowing, now seemed to hold a much lighter burden. There were even a few barren spots in between clusters of worn-looing volumes and stacked tomes. The high-reaching shelves stretched long across the floor, halfway blocking the copper- colored light that struggled to illuminate the aisles in between. To his right a bin of old novels with a handwritten sign on the side. Hiccup slunk between two of the tallest shelves. He placed one foot in front of the other as though walking a tightrope and trailed close to the shelf at his right.

After pulling out a dark purple and gold-striped volume, he runs back up the stairs; the book tucked under one arm. Pulling the door shut behind him, he trots back out to Grandmamma who's now pulled a hood over her head. Wisps of silver gray hair floating as he smiles. Hiccup hands her the book and she places it on the frail wooden podium. As she flips through the pages, Hiccup peers over her shoulder and notices tracings in the snow. Hiccup swerves around Grandmamma and stands on his toes in an attempt to get a better angle.

"It's called a Wiccan Pentagram." Grandmamma suddenly says, startling Hiccup.

He turns and sees her smiling, so he tries to slow his spike-shot heartbeat. For a moment he acted like he'd been caught, like a child doing something sneaky and got caught in the act.

"The five points of the star each represent different elements." Grandmamma explains as she rounds the podium. Starting from the top of the star, then working clockwise she names each point. "Spirit, Water, Fire, Earth, and Air. Now each have their own purpose and meaning, and it will be difficult since we're dealing with opposites, but we'll take it slow."

With a quick pat on Hiccup's shoulder, she brings him back to the podium where she left the page open, depicting foreign and yet familiar words. They were mainly words Hiccup didn't recognize, then he'd get a word here and there that he'd understand. Honestly, things would've been easier if there were pictures. It was made clear later that Hiccup was more of a visual learner given that he made most of the pictures in the Book of Dragons.

"What is this?" he asks.

"This language is something the ancients used back in the old days. These are just simple spells we'll work on." Grandmamma explains.

"Spells?" Hiccup's voice rises in concern. "Grandmamma I don't know about this. Witchcraft isn't something that's well, respected around Berk." Hiccup explains.

"Oh don't worry honey. These are simple spells of the Wicca. And Wicca is a form of witchcraft, but mostly benevolent. They're mainly nature-oriented practices." Grandmamma comforts, and then with a clap of her hands, her mood jumps a hundred percent. "Now, to start, a simple Air spell should be good."

She steps back and looked up. She stared at the countless specks that rained down around them, each white flake highlighted against the black backdrop of morning, like a thousand falling starts in a dead sky.

"First, we'll have to clear the clouds." She says.

"And how do I do that?" Hiccup asks.

Grandmamma simply points to the book and Hiccup peers back and finds a small marking next to a sentence of words.

"H-how do I-"

"Sound it out." Grandmamma cuts him off.

A cloud floated into the darkening grey-blue. Hiccup takes a deep breath and sighs in annoyance as he glances back at the page. _"Belum Hoecoro Mazura"_

He holds up his hand and waved it. The cloud swirled in the direction his hand as moving. Hiccup's eyes widen and he glances back to Grandmamma who only gestures him to focus. With a rotation motion, the cloud was now a circle. Hiccup's mouth widened into a smile at the unexplainable yet incredible moment in front of him. He waves his hand again. Now the cloud looked more like a slightly dented circle, and then a moon.

"Alright, finished it. We need to keep going." Grandmamma interjects.

Hiccup waves his hand and the moon blows away.

"Now, let's try fire." Hiccup looks to her in worry. "Don't worry, again, simple steps. We're going to melt the snow inside the pentagram." Grandmamma steps forward and flips through the pages until she stops at a different page with a fire logo at the top. "Read this, and picture the pentagram in your mind."

Facing the snow circle, Hiccup takes another deep breath and closes his eyes. He peeks at the page to read the words, then repeats them in his head. Then he says it out loud. _"Watara Lucario"_

Hiccup could feel his hands grow warm as he tries to picture the star just as Grandmamma instructed. His hands grow warmer, radiating the same warmth as a fire at night in the summer. Hiccup didn't dare open his eyes in fear of losing focus.

"Excellent work Hiccup, you're halfway there." Grandmamma encourages.

Hiccup squeezes his eyes tighter and feels his hands flare fire hot as the late morning sun painted crimson swirls against his closed eyelids. He can hear Grandmamma encouraging him, but suddenly her voice slowly fades off.

"Grandmamma?" Hiccup calls, but there's no answer. He opens his eyes and nearly stumbles backward into the snow, or rather ash.

For a moment, Hiccup thought his vision had been altered. Everything, the entire world has been painted in red. Like someone had taken Hiccup's eyes and added drops of pure red into them. Everything was gone. Grandmamma, the pentagram, the white snow.

The sky was on fire. The flames reached into the sky, pushing forth massive fists of smoke, swallowing everything in their path. Even the moon. Hiccup screamed, stumbling back and onto the ashen ground. He coughs as clouds billow up around him. They shift and shape in grey swirls, looking like hands desperately clawing at him to pull him under. The ground had turned to swamp. Burned ashen ground that has been drenched by the rains that preceded the fire. If only it had rained today.

"Grandmamma?" Hiccup called, but his voice was hoarse. He pushes himself to his feet, his legs caked in ash. "Grandmamma!" Hiccup choked back the smoke that burned his throat so badly it hurt to breathe. "What's happening?" he whispers to himself.

The sound of an oncoming projectile forces Hiccup to leap into the skeletal remains of shrubs. More ash surrounds him and he pulls the collar of his tunic over his nose. Mud clung to the bottom of his shoe and the lining of his tunic. Another shot sends sparks arching into the air, nearly missing Hiccup. He needed to move. He needed to get to the village. He may not know what's going on, but he was about to find out. He needed to get to the Square and find Toothless. He scrambles to his feet and rushes to the village. He could hear the screams, mixed with the rogue screeching of dragons and the unrelenting roar of the flames.

Hiccup was so taken by the scene before him, he didn't pay attention. The next thing he knew, he was past the Square, and at the Plaza. Everything was burning, everything ablaze. Hiccup drops to his knees in front of his house. The screams of people piercing his ears, even greater than the Screaming Death, and more traumatizing. Hiccup rotates in a circle, taking in the world around him. He wanted to call out, call Toothless, Astrid, his father, anyone. But somehow he'd lost his voice; and was unsure whether it was due to the suffocating smoke or the horror. One by one, Hiccup watched the homes of his neighbors, of his friends and family, surrender to the flames. And in the worst of circumstances, many of those friends and relatives surrendered as well, eaten alive by the flames in the very home where he was born.

A shout catches his attentions and he turns to find his father, still alive; his clothes singed and scared from his face down.

"Dad!" Hiccup screamed, but his father kept his back to him; aiding a woman and her newborn child. He must not hear him, he needed to get closer.

Hiccup rushes to his father, but a sudden fire shot nearly misses him. Hiccup ends up sliding to a stop from this sudden attack. The firewall blocking his view from his father, and yet even with the flames and the screaming, Hiccup could still hear the unbearable scream of his father.

"DAD!" Pushing himself to up, he looks around and tries to find a way around.

There was no way.

Facing the flames, he closes his eyes and with a sudden burst of courage, he sprints into the flames. Running, into the smoke, toward the fire – right into the mouth of the beast. He had to get to his father. He pushed off his prostatic foot and dived into the flames. Coming out of the other side, he ducked and rolled up onto one knee. Looking at his hands, he was unharmed, not even a scratch. No burns, no scars, no cuts.

No time to wonder why, Hiccup gets up and looks around. As he takes cautious steps forward, he nearly slips when his prostatic foot steps into something slippery. Looking down, bile rise at the back of his throat.

It was blood.

_Dragon's_ blood.

Following the puddle, it snakes its way under a black and blue mass; small white spots dotted across its torso. Hiccup's heart tripled in speed. "No." he pleads. Running up he rounds his way up to the front, and feels a scream clawing at the back of his throat.

Thornado lies in his own puddle of blood. His mouth still widely agape, as if he was struck in the middle of a scream. A deep pine-green colored shard was embedded through both his eyes sockets, the tip poking into the ground. His wings tattered and worn like peasant clothing. His throat felt tight, crammed with the scream and wailing of grief. Hiccup covers his mouth as the bile surges forward. He force himself to swallow it, the dire need to find his father the only thing keeping him rooted.

Looking around, he weaves his way wearily through the flames until he hears his father's deafening howl. Rushing through the smoke, he comes to find his Dad on the ground, propped on his elbow.

"Dad I'm coming!"

As he was about to reach out to his Dad, he suddenly stops as his Dad says something. "How could you do this?!" he shouts into the smoke.

"Dad! Dad I'm here! What's going on?!"

The flames shot higher. The fire spread like it had a will of its own until the flames surrounded Stoick. His father didn't even look at him as he yelled again. "I never thought you'd become this!"

"Dad I'm right here!" Hiccup's hands reached out to jostle him.

His hands swept cleanly through him, and he jerked back.

A maniacal laughter echoed through the flames. A chill ran through his spine as he slowly turned his head to face the direction of his father. A silhouette floated behind the smoke. He wasn't imagining it. The figure was floating. _Above _the flames.

"Never say never old man." The voice cooed.

The flames rose higher. Spiking and jolting to the sky. As the outline of the apparition became clearer, it raised its hands above its head and a small hole opened in the middle of the flames, then expanding and growing larger until the figure floated through. Once he was through they retracted.

Hiccup's heart hitched in his throat.

It was him.

But he was different.

His eyes were devoid of color. Two black pits bore into him, causing his breath to catch in his throat. He swallows hard, it felt like drowning. He looked like he was from another world.

He now wears a black tunic with a red ribbon around his waist. A high collar reached up to his ears, falling into a cape at the back. Gold straps crossed into an X across his chest, embezzled with studs. At their intersection, a badge with a mysterious symbol catches the light and winks like a diamond. A black crown rested on his head, in addition to his black gloves. At the top of his tunic, he has a cerise green gem with a golden border, as he also wears tight black leggings and black shoes.

Slowly, Hiccup reached backward and thrust one hand into the flames. He didn't wince, but remained completely expressionless. Then stuck his other hand into the blaze. He lifted his hands above his head and held the fire as if it were a ball. Then he chucks the flames as hard as he could. Right at himself. Fire smashed into the oak behind him, igniting and racing down the trunk.

Hiccup laughs. A dark laugh, like Hadrian's but it wasn't Hadrian, and that's what gave Hiccup the shivers.

"No." Hiccup comes undone. "No, no, no, no, no, no." he fists his hair in his hands and falls to his knees. "This isn't happening. This can't be happening."

He looks up and sees himself brings his hands together – a small gap left between – and a small spark ignited, then grew into a ball of pure lightning. Small bolts twitching and growing larger as he raises it to the sky. The ball shoots an iridescent white beacon into the sky, and it ripped open. An unworldly, powerful bolt striking the remaining rubble of houses. The crack of the lighting ripping though Hiccup's ears.

He looks back to his Dad. "Dad, Dad please. I'm right here!"

Looking back to himself, he watches as he laughs. He fisted his hands and raises them up. Out of nowhere, thin spines materialize. Black and looking like icicles. If Hiccup squinted, he could see swirls of violet wisps waving around inside. There had to have been at least twenty. Hiccup scoots back, leveled with his father. With a flick of the wrist, they all point directly at his father.

"Time to hand over the throne old man." Hiccup growls.

Then swinging his hands forward, the shards launched with whiplash speed. They rained down like outstretched claws.

"No!" Hiccup wails.

He closed his eyes and blocked his face. The pain never came. He opened his eyes to see the world whir into an indefinite blur. Instead, he felt lighter. He was slipping backward, falling away. Dissolving.

The snap came like a punch to his gut.

Then his eyes flew open for a second time - his real eyes. He gasped, sucking in air as though he'd been drowning. He looked up and saw the clear blue sky poised above his head and he knew he was back in his body. Back at home.

He jerked up to a sitting position, the world spinning. He held his head as he found himself on a wooden table, soaking wet, drenched in his own sweat. The pain in his body came first, an intense surge of fire that raged like lave through his veins.

But it could not compare with what followed after.

A wail rose up from his depths. It felt like an inhuman cry.

'Hiccup!" Hiccup turns to find his dad, alive and clean, running towards him. "Are you all right?" he asks.

Hiccup's lip trembles, and he whimpers. "Dad?"

He brought his hand up to caress the rough, unsinged hairs of his father's beard. Stoick looked into Hiccup's eyes. A green abyss that looked like it went somewhere so far away he could never reach it. Stoick place a hand on Hiccup's shoulder. He could feel the bone beneath his tunic, and in that moment, he seemed like such a fragile thing.

Before Stoick could reply, Hiccup rushes out of the home and into the Square.

Everything was there.

Clean, bright, happy. Hiccup could hear Stoick call behind him. But he doesn't move.

Hiccup had barely turned around before falling to his knees, releasing his fear in petrified tears.


	3. Chapter 3

Soaking in the hot water, his bare knees tucked against his chest, Hiccup tried to erase the horrid images of, whatever he saw from his mind. It had all seemed so real. It was like he was outside his body, watching himself as he destroyed the village and everyone he cared about. Hiccup sinks deeper into the tub, the water just below his nose.

The minute he jolted upright, it took him a moment to realize he was back in reality. But where did he go? The last thing he remembers was simply trying to melt a small circle with grandmamma. Then the next, he's watching himself burn the village to ash. Grandmamma said he did just fine. The circle had melted, heck he'd even made several small spring flowers bloom, but the moment she told him to stop, he'd fainted. He started to get a severely high fever and he was crying, mumbling something. One being about his father, which explains why he was there when Hiccup woke up.

Waking up in the infirmary, which has been moved next door to Gobber's blacksmith shop, Hiccup didn't count how many were there to see him. His Dad, Grandmamma, Heather, Astrid and Fishlegs. Toothless was behind him, but Hiccup didn't see as he ran out the moment he could stand. The moment he collapsed and started to cry, Stoick gathered him in his arms and brought him home. There Hiccup abandoned him as he made a beeline for the bathroom. Shutting the door behind him, Hiccup made sure to lock it.

His brain couldn't seem to sort through, let alone comprehend, the sequence of that evening's events.

Worst of all, Hiccup kept telling himself it was all just a dream, that he'd had a nightmare. A simple side effect by the magic and his intense concentration on trying to melt the snow. The reason why it was a blaze was because he was doing a _fire spell_. The logic seemed all too legit to deny. Deep down, though, he knew better that to hope for that. The flames, the screams, it had all been too real, his father's words of loathing to final. There had to be a reason he saw it. It meant something to him. Foreboding something. Something terrible. Bad enough to have him break down.

Hiccup bit his bottom lip, and endless stream of questions pin-ponging back and forth in his head. Why did Hiccup watch himself destroy the village? Did it have something to do with the magic training? Was it telling him not to practice it? But then how was he supposed to control it? For some reason, Hiccup couldn't that gem out of his mind. It was beautiful and, ominous at the same time. At the same time, he couldn't forget those eyes, _his _eyes. They were pitch black. Merciless.

Then waking up to find his father and friends huddled around him in the infirmary. Worry plastered on their faces, it was like reliving the Hadrian nightmare all over again. Everyone constantly huddling around him to protect him. Worried about his sanity.

With this in mind, Hiccup felt a gentle shift take place inside him, like a set of scales tipping. His brow softened as he recalled the anxious expression on his father's face when he jolted awake from the nightmare. Astrid's numerous attempts to extract some kind of meaningful conversation out of him also came to mind. And now everyone was doing their best to lure Hiccup back from the ledge everyone though he must be teetering on.

Why is it when one thing ends, another rears its ugly head and tries to mess with Hiccup's sanity?

Fresh tears filled his eyes, causing he room to swim. Hiccup blinked and the tears fall, searing the skin of his already aw cheeks. Hiccup drew in a shaky breath. Shutting his eyes tight, he willed the tide of despair welling up within him to subside. It filled him anyway, leaving him to wonder if the battle for his sanity was one he could never win because it was one he had already lost. A sob rose up from his depths, but Hiccup clamped quaking hands over his mouth; catching it before it could escape. He swallowed hard, forcing it down again.

It felt like drowning.

The water had not yet grown cold, but Hiccup knew he couldn't sit there while his father was trying to conduct damage control. Hiccup climbed out of the tub, wiping the drying tears from his face with both hands. He wraps himself in a towel and, tilting his head to one side, lazily combed his fingers through his growing hair.

Pulling open the door, brisk air seized his damp skin. A coldness too stagnant to be a draft permeated the empty space. Hiccup padded through the threshold to stand at the bottom of the stairs overlooking the entire first floor. Apart from the soothing popping and cracking of the fire, the house was quiet. Hiccup remembered Dad had some duty tonight and wouldn't be home until late. Hiccup was thankful. He didn't think he could have fielded any questions tonight.

The cold seeping through his towel, he turned and made his way toward his room.

Clear shafts of icy moonlight streamed through his skylights, casting his surroundings into different shades of frost blue. Pulling out a worn night tunic, he tossed his towel to the floor and got dressed in the dark. Picking up the Book of Dragons, carefully he placed it next to his pillow. Flipping it open, the pages rested against each other with a hushing sound. Looking at the pictures he drew, the Night Fury taking off in flight, the Changewing with dripping acid breath, somehow, it managed to group d him. He came back to himself, scarcely realizing how far away he had really been.

Toothless lay sleeping on his stone bed, his tail wrapped protectively around him for security. Not bothering to peel back the covers, Hiccup climbed onto his bed. He lay down on his side, facing the wall. His mind circled back to the previous day's nightmare, the irony in of itself. By now though, the only thing that remained untarnished by layers of wishful thinking and fogginess was the core feeling left with him. It lay buried deep within him, like a piece of grit worried into a pearl.

In the end, it was the only thing he really needed in order to keep going.

Hope.

Hiccup laid awake that night.

So far, the renewed silence wasn't helping her get to sleep any faster. All things considered, he could have been tucked away in the grand bedroom of Thor's castle and still be watching the wall wide-eyed.

As midnight came and went, not being able to drift off became its own brand of torture. Especially since sleep was the one thing he wanted more than anything. Because unconsciousness was the only thing he really needed right now, despite the overwhelming idea he could relive that terrible dream. Hiccup rolled onto his back to face the ceiling, the blank space offering a better canvas on which to connect the series of dots. Hiccup shut his eyes as images of the vision swirled through his mind. In them, he found a way to sleep.

Under the cover of night, the homes of Berk gave off a warm buttery glow from the windows. The chimneys spewed out clouds of black smoke, and villagers' footprints began to fill as fresh powder snowflakes drifted into the continuing blanket of white. Astrid and Stormfly were just finishing pinning shield ornaments to the large wooden Snoggletog tree at the epicenter of the village.

"Okay girl, one more." Astrid said as she readied a shield in her hand. Stormfly flexed her tail and her spines pointed outward.

Tossing the last blue and green patterned shield into the tree, Stormfly was rewarded with a fresh leg of a chicken.

"Way to go girl." Astrid praised.

As she was petting the Nadder's snout, she happened to catch shadow movement out of the corner of her eye. Looking over, Snotlout was trudging through the thickening snow; something seemed, different about him. He seemed, desperate somehow. He was wearing his heavy coat and proceeded to get to his location with determination. Looking ahead, Astrid saw he was headed to Jolene's house. Rolling her eyes and shaking her head in disapprove, she turned away and resumed to hopping aboard Stormfly and fling off to her home.

Snotlout had finally reached the front porch of Jolene's house. Not even bothering to stomp off the wet powder form his shoes, he began to bang onto her door. A harsh pounding with persistence, acting as if he were trapped in a flooding room and the water level was just about to reach his nose. Finally he paused.

"Please," he whispers, a puff of white billowing out of his mouth. He began to pound again. "Please! Let me in!" he begged. "I need to see you, please!"

He lowers his head and can feel the wind searing at his raw cheeks. Jolene's house had an abandoned quality to it with the lights out. In fact, there weren't any lights on. Not even smoke from a fire was leaching into the brittle cold air. Her house was completely dark, practically blending into the shadows casted over her house from the icy moonlight. With his hand fisting around the brass knob, Snotlout grips it harder, hoping to crush it.

Suddenly, he hears the latch from the tumbler click. He jerks his head up and releases his grip on the doorknob. Stepping back, her door slowly opens with a long monotone creak. Darkness bled from the threshold and into the living area. Or what should be the living area, the ink black shadow made it impossible to see anything. And yet Snotlout didn't turn around and run. He stays, rooted in place, a smile so wide it mimics a grimace, plastered on his face. As he peers into the darkness, suddenly, rows of teeth launch at him with a quiet hiss.

The door closes, and yet not scream was heard.

The smooth softenss brushed his arm, the sensation faint as a sigh.

Hiccup rolled onto his side.

The slight silken something returned, though, tracing the curve of his jawline.

He lifted a hand to brush whatever it was away, sending a ripple through the still pool of his slumber.

But the ghostly slip of velvet would not relent.

It passed over Hiccup's lips.

He scowled and snatched at the air in front of his face, catching something sleek and smooth within his fist.

His eyes fluttered open. Shooting upright, he unclenched his hand and frowned down at the object that now rested in his palm.

A rip of silk fabric.

Hiccup ran his thumb over the fabric. It seemed to belong to part of a dress, but it was torn as if caught on a branch. Hiccup scanned the perimeter of his room, searching the silent mesh of shadows for any sign of movement.

His surroundings lay still, quiet – empty.

Hiccup did his best to keep his breathing in check. He swallowed, forcing his panic level down while he waited of each of his senses to check in, to confirm that there really was nothing there.

But his heart refused to match the quietness or slow down.

A flicker of cool blue light drew Hiccup's attention to the stairwell.

His focus landed on the stairs. The flickering came again, the icy flutter filling stairwell, Hiccup could tell that the source of the light had to be on the first floor.

He wondered if Toothless had stepped outside to fire of plasma blasts, but that was something completely out of character for him, and besides, he was right in front of Hiccup, still sleeping, tail wound around him.

Hiccup swung his legs over the side of his bed, and his bare foot and prostatic foot hit the wooden floor. Nerves prickling, Hiccup took a step toward the hall, and then another.

As he moved closer, he had to fight the urge to rush forward and dive down the stairs, knowing all too well that diving head on into the danger was about as good as covering himself in blood and diving into a shark tank.

Peering around a wooden supporter, he lanced downward, through the banister rungs. The hearth was black, dead with a mound of charcoal settled at the center. The blue light continued to flash through from the living room; the weird flickering appeared to be emanating from the back rooms. He drifted down the stairs with careful steps. Sliding his free hand along the wall, his fingertips lightly brushed against the wood with a featherlike touch.

He froze midway down when he heard what sounded like garbled singing – a woman's airy voice accompanied by warbling piano notes.

"_I'll take thee away, _

_into a land of enchantment._

_Come my sweet lover, the time's come to play_

_Here in my garden of shadows."_

Hiccup tensed.

He turned his head toward the music when it started to fade in and out. As if it was coming closer, then moving further away; the woman's voice starting to drown out.

"_Follow . . . my lover . . ._

_I'll show . . . the way_

_Through . . . the pain . . . sorrow_

_Weep not . . . lover."_

Hiccup moved steadily, his steps keeping time with the creaking of the wood. He made his way to stand at the back door that led into the backyard. The exterior of which stood unoccupied aside from the various small trees, and lush green grass. Through the dimness, the light glared a flickering blue from outside.

With a jolt of electric bravery, Hiccup yanks open the door.

He stands shocked.

The entire backyard, the details of the grass and trees were thrown in and out of view from the light. His eyes trailed the row of hickory trees behind a gathering of shrubs and moved past the threshold of the door. The blanket of snow flowing up to the steps melts away with his steps, as if his body was radiating a special heat that caused the snow to melt, revealing lush spring grass and early spring flowers.

"Who's there?" he asked the forest in a quiet voice.

As though in answer, the trees started to sway, whispering as a small fog bank dwindled to Hiccup's ankles.

Looking around, he tries to find any plausible explanation, just to verify he's not imaging things. The wind swished past him in a low hush, dragging col fingers through his hair. As far as he could see, the woodlands stretched long in every direction. The trees themselves stood in thick union, close as grass blades, almost as though they had conspired to merge nearer to on another in order to block anyone who might dare cross their boundaries. Or, Hiccup thought, try to escape. Layers of fog spilled out from between the blackened tree trunks.

When he faces forward again, the image of a young woman seated in profile at a grand piano, her hands trailing back and forth over the keys, began to bleed through the overly of fog. The music picked up once more, the pattern of trickling notes matching the movements of the figure before him. Oddly, everything within the fog's spread, except for the woman's deep violet evening gown, appeared in muted tones of black and white. Her long fair hair, secured partially by a glittering comb, hung in loose strands around her downturned face, concealing her features from view as she played and sang.

The dress that she wore, beautiful and elegant, was floor-length. It hugged close to the curves of her body before opening out just below the knees like the trumpet of a bell flower.

The woman's hands, nimble and long-fingered, seemed to float over the piano keys. And yet the way she moved, jerky and quick between smooth slow-motion moments.

Rocking forward and back ever so slightly as she played, the woman sang with a wispy and ethereal voice, one infused with control, less like an angel's and more like that of a ghost, heartrending and full of mystery.

"_Hush now dear lover, it must be this way._

_To weary of life and deception._

_Rest now my lover, for soon we'll away, _

_Into the calm and the quiet."_

Hiccup lowered his guard as he drew closer, entranced by the strange scene playing itself out in front of him; confused and curious as to what it was doing there and where it came from. He wished the woman would turn and look his way, if only for a second. There was something so familiar about her. Especially those floating hands.

_Had_ he seen her before?

Hiccup studied the woman, who continued to play a though locked in a trance, the melody now meandering on without vocal accompaniment, the piano taking over. An interlude of high notes trickled forth in a complicated pattern, accented by a few well-placed chords from the instrument's lower spectrum. This mixture of dark and light, high and low, hope and despairs, worked is hypnotic effect on Hiccup, as though he was a small child listening to an intricate story. Then there was a pause

"Oh, hello there."

Hiccup halted.

Taking a half-step back, Hiccup was suddenly debating on whether to peel out and run given he'd interrupted her. But the woman didn't even look up to officially acknowledge his presence. Willing himself to stand his ground, Hiccup waited for something else to happen, steeling himself to move in the even that it did.

"It's okay." The woman's voice broke through the quietness of the forest, her tone reassuring. "You can come in."

Hiccup swallowed a lump in his throat and proceeded forward, baby steps as he inched closer to the piano.

"I shouldn't play so late," she said. "Did I wake you? Since you're up, if you like, I could let you hear the rest. It's our song, after all, and it _is_ almost finished. Here, let me sing you the last verse."

As the tinkle of piano notes trickled through the trees, Hiccup's initial fear began to subside, and he pressed on toward the piano as music poured from it.

"_Come my sweet lover, I'll take thee away,_

_Into a land of enchantment._

_Come my dear lover, the time's come to stay, _

_here in my garden of shadows."_

Hiccup sidled up to the piano, drawing closer resting his elbow on the edge. He listened, hypnotized, as the piano carried on anyway. Then the music faded off, ending in a sharp clang of keys a though something about the song's execution had frustrated the composer.

"I don't know." Her voice sighed. "Do you think that last part's too sad? Well, don't just stand there, silly," she said through a laugh. "Come, sit with me on the bench awhile. Let me play you the whole thing from start to finish, and then you tell me what you think."

The woman patted the spot on the bench next to her as she scooted over to make room for him. Hiccup circled around as the melody picked up again.

"_Come my sweet lover,_

_I'll take thee away,_

_Into a land of enchantment._

_Come my dear lover, the time's come to stay,_

_Here in my garden of shadows."_

A snap of a twig drew Hiccup's gaze over his shoulder. Beside him, the piano clang out of aggression. Hiccup jumps back, frightened.

"Oh that woman." The voice sneered. "She's always ruining my melodies."

"There's someone else?" Hiccup asks, barely audible.

"No one important." The woman's snaps, her voice as sharp as s freshly hammered sword. "Come, let's go somewhere more quiet." The woman gestured with an outstretched hand.

Ignoring her gesture, Hiccup headed into a tunneled opening. The mouth an angular circle, wide open like the mouth of a Thunderdrum. The branches of trees curving and arching up and around until they met as a keystone. Placing a hand on the outside, Hiccup gazed inward. It dipped down for a moment before stretching up. Hiccup proceeded, but a distant sound, hissing from behind, stopped him before he could set a foot into the open archway.

Glancing over his shoulder, back toward the piano, Hiccup watched as spider web fissures started to crawl their way up the legs of the piano, then branching out across the lid. The entire thing crumpled and dissipated into the fog, with not so much as a hushing sound. The woman was gone, and that feeling of peace along with it. His nerves prickled again with a rush of adrenaline, as if they had been sleeping the wile time to melody was infecting the air.

The hissing transformed into whispers. Then the whispers became words, which began to drift from the atmosphere, growing louder but still not discernible. It sounded like bickering women.

Approaching the archway, Hiccup could see a narrow set of stairs just within; forged by the roots of trees. He crossed the threshold and, looking up saw open skies. The low-flying clouds skimmed past at a frightening speed, the cavernous spaces between their folds illuminating with brilliant flashes of violet lightening.

Fighting vertigo, Hiccup groped for the stairs. He mounted them, watching his feet climb until he reached the top. When he raided his head again, he saw that he was in an open clearing. Black trees crowded the freestanding platform, their arms outstretched to the passing clouds.

In the middle of the room, wearing a blue tunic and a studded skirt, stood his mother, her back to his. Between her shoulder blades, a long braid trailed down stopping at her lower back. Hiccup wanted to laugh. To dance. To open his mouth and let the fierce joy singing through him echo from the treetops. Clenched in one fist, he saw she held a deep purple ribbon, a sash fitted to wrap around the waist of a tunic. She turns to face him slowly, the wind teasing at her hair, tugging at the hem of her skirt. Hiccup took a step toward her but stopped when their eyes met.

Her stare, a penetrating emerald gaze he remembered, rendered him immobile. He didn't feel threatened, but he didn't feel welcome either. But the overwhelming joy of seeing his other after so long coursed through him like the poison of a Scauldron. The ribbon had the initials V. H embroidered in the corner. Without saying a word, Hiccup moves toward her, his heart suddenly knocking against his chest like it wants its freedom.

She raised her hands and held her palms out to him. Hiccup lifted his own hands to mirror hers. He pressed their palms together, his fingers folding down to lace through hers. Hiccup felt a rush of warmth course through him, a relief as pure and sweet as spring rain. He catapulted himself at her, swinging his arms around her neck and pulling her into a tight embrace. She drew him close. "I've missed you so much." He whispered.

And that couldn't even be closer to the truth. Hiccup hadn't seen her since he had fought off Alvin and his Changewing, then she returns to warn him about his evil Doppelganger Hadrian. Then it has been horrible, torturous silence ever since then. While the fact that she only appears as an omen when something bad was about to happen, Hiccup didn't care. He'll worry about the badness to come later, right now, she was here, she felt a real as it could get. And he wanted to memorize everything about her before the call of reality pulled him back; the call always coming to him like the harsh caw of a crow.

Tears burned at the edges of his eyes. He pressed his face against his mother's arm and breathed in she smiled so wonderful to him. Like fresh-picked vanilla, fireplace cinders, and fresh baked bread, a smell tied to a million different memories. Leaning into her, he felt her press her lips to his forehead in a kiss.

"I have missed you my child." She breathes as she pulls away. Wiping away his tears with her thumbs, she then takes the sash and places it in his palm. "Keep this close. And never forget who you are."

"Wait!" he called as she began to turn away. "Mom!"

But it was too late. His eyes were open and he was back in his bed, awake and alone in his darkened room.


	4. Chapter 4

Cold wind swept over him.

Hiccup shivered; loose strand of his hair tickled his cheek in spiderweb wisps. He pulled the blanket more tightly around him, curling into himself. Though the draft died away, dissipating like a sigh, it left the room frigid in its wake. Thin and sharp, the air stung his nose as he inhaled.

Hiccup stirred. Through half-mast eyelids, smoothing his hair back, he pushed himself up onto his elbows. He twitches his cheeks when he feels crisp streams of dry tears on his cheeks. Wiping his palms across his cheeks, a slice of deep purple shimmers gently against his sheets. He stiffens. Slowly, he turn his head to peer down at the object.

A violet ribbon.

The sight of it jolted Hiccup's heart into hyperspeed. Hiccup jerked convulsively. With a small cry, he released the band as though it had scaled him. Scrambling backward, kicking off covers he collided with the headboard of his bed, causing it to rattle. Hiccup started to brainstorm explanations to give himself reassurance that what he was thinking was impossible. But then he glanced to where the ribbon lay amid his tangled covers, and he knew that fooling himself was no longer an option.

He knows this ribbon. It's one of a handful that belonged to his mother. Stoick had them stowed away in a little box, somewhere. He didn't really tell Hiccup any specific detail, and Hiccup never questioned as to why not. It was something private for only his father. Something of his wife that he wanted to be just his. Hiccup can't blame him for wanting a single link back to his wife, a link that belonged to only him.

Hiccup pulls the ribbon out from the crumpled blankets, smooth it over his knee for a moment, his fingers slowly tracing over the silvery V. H stitched into the corner. His eyes sting with fresh tears at the memory of her scent. Unable to resist, Hiccup brought the ribbon close to his nose, brushing it against his nostrils; rewarded with a scent that seized his heart like a clenched fist.

It smelled like her. Gods. It _still_ smelled like her.

Hiccup shut his eyes, even though he wasn't sleepy.

His mind circled back to the previous night's dream. By now, though, the only thing that remained untarnished by layers of wishful thinking and fogginess was the core feeling it had left him with. It lay buried deep within him, like a piece of grit worried into a pearl. In the end, it was the only thing he really needed in order to keep going.

Love.

Contrary to Fishlegs' prediction it took an entire week for most of the snow to melt. Still, icicles hung from the roofs and sides of homes and businesses, dripping from gutters like stripes of torn lace. Like crusted barnacles, hard clumps of charcoal-colored sludge clung to the underbellies of boots and wagon wheels.

The world had a drowned and washed-out look by the time Hiccup returned to the Dragon Academy, as though the thick coating of white had receded, no color had returned to take its place. Even the grass looked gray, poking up through the lingering swiss cheese patterns of snow on the Academy's front doorstep.

But despite the lack of scenery Hiccup was glad to finally get out of his house, even if it felt like he was simply leaving one prison for another.

A light rain began to fall as he stepped off of Toothless, through the line dragons of and the lingering haze of singed wood. He stopped to stand on the sidewalk that led down into the Academy. Hooking his thumbs in the strap of his satchel, he scanned the building's regal structure. Far above, beyond its rigid outline, tattered clouds crawled cross a slate sky. Flashings liver in the overcast light, the iron bars did their best to coordinate themselves with winter's drab gray palette, to blend in just like everything else. Just like him.

Like the falling snow, his connection with his mom, to _her_, had abruptly ceased to be. The dream slowly fading in a far off scattered memory. Leaving him small connection, his experience to thaw in the stark glare of reality. Hiccup had tucked the ribbon away in the drawer of his nightstand, out of sight and for no out of his mind.

But now, being back in the Plaza of the village, he wish he had. Needing the comfort as he brushed past the Academy and through the bustling town. To his left and right, people passed him, hurrying to silence and stuff their groceries into sacks and bags. At first Hiccup didn't think anyone noticed him. Then he made the mistake of removing the hood of his dull-brown cloak as he entered the Square.

He knew he wasn't imagining the looks, the blatant stares, the whispers.

By this time, he'd grown used to them. They'd become a staple of his daily life on Berk. Everyone knew who he was. He was the boy who after he was free from the hypnosis of Alvin's Changewing, he released an evil Doppelganger and let it ravage the entire village. "You now," he heard one of the men say to a group of buddies before the official snowfall. "the chief's son, he released an evil Doppelganger, and it totally overthrew Stoick and his men. Then after that, he starting seeing that weird old lady and people are saying he's now a warlock. That's why more people started moving. If he's the one who's going to be running the village soon, I wouldn't want to live here anymore either."

Hiccup bit the inside of his lip. He did his best to ignore the gawkers and murmuring as he made the way though the market.

It wasn't that he hadn't expected this to happen after everything he and the village have seen and been through. He'd just hoped that there would have been enough in-between time of the seasons to provide even a minuscule amount of distraction.

But there would be no respite.

Whispers and turning heads, glares and fleeting looks of sympathy alike followed him all the way to the only two people who don't judge him. Mulch and Bucket.

They had long since proven their loyalties since the lightning was striking in the village, and when the villagers were ready to ship off Toothless, they stood by Stoick's side. And despite the moment of betrayal when Hiccup stabbed Bucket when he was brainwashed, that still didn't ruin their friendship. Bucket was pulling at a wheelbarrow and Mulch was just done helping another customer when the two spot Hiccup.

"Oh hey there Hiccup." Mulch said with a snaggletooth grin.

"Hey Mulch." Hiccup said in a shy smile. "My Dad says you've got us some good fish?"

"Oh ho you bet we do. We caught it this morning. The most beautiful cod and salmon that dare swim the Meridian of Misery." Mulch boasts and Hiccup smiles as Mulch nudges him with his elbow. "Bucket, give the boy the fish."

Bucket digs through sacks of flower and barrels of weapon until he finally finds the burlap sack, soaked at the bottom from the wet fish. He smiles and hands the sack to Hiccup. "Here ya' go Hiccup."

"Thanks Bucket." Hiccup says with a forced smile.

"Everything alright Hiccup?" Mulch asks.

Hiccup sighs, a puff of air billowing into the sharp air. "Uh," he paused, debating on whether it was safe to involve Mulch and Bucket just yet. One dream and one vision, while the timing was coincidental, it wasn't enough for Hiccup to decide it was a matter worth discussing with others. "just, a little self-conscious about everything." He snaps at the last minute.

"Oh, still gossiping hmm?" Mulch goes on as he loads up the cart.

"Yeah, yeah pretty much." Hiccup plays as he slings the sack over his shoulder. "Thanks for the fish guys, I'll see you later." Hiccup calls as he starts the trek back to his home.

As he made his way home, Hiccup looked around and pulled his hood over his head again. The feeling of the cloth on either side of his face helped him feel more concealed even if it was only an optical illusion. As he make his way to the familiar trek, near Gobber's blacksmith shop, fear tugged at his gut when he noticed the set of fresh footprints in the snow, which led all the way up to the front entrance of Gobber's shop. He made his way to follow but stopped midway. Glancing around, it seemed no one was watching him, thankfully. If anyone did see this, it would only add to the whispers going around the village of Hiccup slowly losing his sanity.

Wasting no time, Hiccup hurried toward the shop, doing his best to stay out of sight as he crept up to stand just outside the doorway. Pressing his back to the wall, he turned his head to listen.

"-not comfortable with him practicing magic anymore. Not with the way he's been acting," he heard his father say. "I'm afraid he's not ready for it."

"He is, Stoick. I know it's been a rough start, but he seemed to be getting the hang of it. Maybe he needs this. Maybe he just needs something to focus on." Gobber spoke.

"I agree, but I don't like the idea of my son practicing witchcraft. You saw him this morning. Whatever it is, it's getting worse."

"The boy doesn't ask for much, Stoick. If he needs this to help himself, then who are you to argue? The boys' been through enough."

"Well I'm starting to think that this magic stuff is exactly what he _doesn't_ need."

"Are you saying you're going to make him stop?" Gobber asks.

"What I'm saying is that I think he needs a break. A _real_ break. From magic, from the Academy, and the village."

"I'm not so sure Stoick." Gobber said. "What if the magic really _is_ helping Hiccup, and we just can't see it? He hasn't come to you for anything. Maybe you're just being overprotective."

"Hiccup's been through so much, he doesn't want anyone to worry about him. If anything is happening, he's most likely keeping it to himself. And I just don't have the guts to make him pry."

At these words, Hiccup paled. His thoughts freewheeled back to the night before, to the sight of the ribbon resting in his palm.

If his father hadn't known it was there, then how had it found its way out of hiding?

_The dream_, Hiccup thought, his memory latching onto the image of his mother handing him the ribbon.

His mother. The dream . . . had it been real? Had he been awake?

It was his only explanation, for now.

A numbing dread prickled in his gut.

If that were true, then that meant his mother could be somewhere nearby. She might even be watching him right now. Hiccup looked out around the village. He searched the snow-laden trees and houses for a braid or a nay-blue tunic, wondering how it could be possible when he had never dreamt of her before the previous year; back when he was under the grip of Alvin's Changewing.

"Do you ever think that maybe _that's_ the reason why he needs the magic training?" Hiccup heard Gobber say. "Clearly he's been through a lot, Stoick. And the fact remains that neither of us knows exactly what happened between him and that dragon, let alone what was exchanged between him and Hadrian. The only thing we _do_ know is that your son hasn't been the same since."

"What if the magic, grows on him? What if that one day was an omen that the worse is yet to come?" Stoick asked, the anger in his voice giving way to quiet panic.

Hiccup drew a quick breath and held it.

"Why would he come to any of us?" Gobber asked. "It's clear he doesn't trust anyone right now and why would he, when he's been through so much mental battles and we've just been pushing that aside, hoping things will eventually smooth over on their own? Maybe if we listen to him, maybe if we let him do something that will take his mind off everything, he'll actually start to open up. You saw him before Stoick, I know you did. When was the last time you heard him laugh? And when was the last time you saw him smile like that? I mean, _really_ smile."

For a long moment, Hiccup heard only the crackling of the coals.

"I hate feeling helpless like this," his dad said. "I don't have a better idea, and honestly, I don't think you do either. But, it's dangerous Gobber. All I want this Snoggletog is to see my boy happy again."

"You don't think I've wanted the same thing? He's been my apprentice ever since he was little. Or well, littler. He's like the son I never had."

Unable to take the guilt pooling in his stomach, Hiccup stepped back from the door. Pulling his hood father over his head, he barely felt the winter air cling to his bare skin while a few stray flakes drifted from an otherwise tranquil sky. As he sped-walked his way home, the sunlight bounced off the snow, searing his eyes. He squinted through the glare, scanning the quiet scene of his village. His thoughts of the conversation bounced back and forth in his skull. Guilt tugged at his heart as he thought of all the times he secluded himself from his father.

He thought he was doing something good sparing his father the worry of seeing him have another mental battle, but really, it was causing his father more worry seeing him go through the battle alone after all that's happened. Hiccup never realized how much his father _wanted_ to help, but he simply pushed him aside thinking it was his battle, he had to finish it.

His own badge of honor.

A pair of fluffy-tailed squirrels skittered and chased each other across Hiccup's toes and up the trunk of Mrs. Finley's oak. That was when he saw him.

Hiccup froze. His eyes devoid of any emotion besides fatigue and dread, his cheeks hollow and skin a pale grey. He trudged through the snow like he was half dead. His teeth were bared from his hollow yet tight cheeks; like it was pulled back taught.

Hiccup hesitated as he approached Snotlout, fearing one sudden move and he'll pounce on him like a mouse trying to swerve around an irritable cat.

"S-Snotlout?" Hiccup struggles to say.

Snotlout approaches, but he didn't seem to acknowledge Hiccup's presence. As he gets closer, he resembles more of a zombie than himself. A strange mark was on his forearm. It was in the shape of a circle with a ten point star. Hiccup peers his head to the side to get a better view, but when the realization of how close Snotlout was getting, Hiccup quickly stepped out of the way. As Snotlout passed him, he moaned and hissed, still not one glance in Hiccup's direction. Once he left Hiccup behind, Hiccup quickly spun open his heels and dashed for his home. Running as fast as his feet could carry him, Hiccup nearly wanted to scream from the way Snotlout looked. It looked like the life had been sucked right out of him, leaving behind a wrinkly, grey and miserable skin.

With his home in sight, Hiccup picked up the pace and nearly yanked the door off its hinges as he flung it open. Once inside, he pressed his back to it, shutting it with a loud bang, his head knocking against the wood in the process. He slides down to the floor, his heart beating in his ears and his vision blurry from the sudden vertigo brought on by the sudden warmth. Against the warm inside air, his skin flared fire hot. Tiny beads of sweat began to form on his forehead. He trembled where he sat and kept his face peering straight ahead to the back door.

As if things weren't strange enough for him, now there was Zombie Snotlout. The first thing that comes to Hiccup's mind is a sort of illness. And if it was contagious, he needed to get Snotlout secluded immediately before he infects the other villagers. It was nothing like anything hiccup had ever seen, then again Hiccup wasn't all that educated in the medicine crafts, but this didn't seem like any virus. He wasn't coughing, sneezing, he only hissed and moaned. But with hiccup's limited knowledge, he couldn't make assumptions.

The one thing that made Hiccup thin otherwise was that strange mark on Snotlout's forearm. Something about it Hiccup recognized. But what? It was somewhere in his thoughts he could picture it, but couldn't place an exact image. It hovered in his thoughts, floating in the black oblivion, begging to be recognized. Hiccup gripped his head and growled in annoyance. Where had he seen it?

Then a sudden realization dawned on him. He ran up to his room and straight to his desk where he pulled out a pencil, spilling the others on the floor, yanked of a piece of parchment paper and began scribbling. His mind wandered off, his eyes focusing on a small splinter with an upturned edge, curled like a beckoning finger. As his thoughts jumbled around, trying to make sense of themselves, his hand freely scribbled on the paper, as if it had a mind of its own and it was leeching the information of the mark from his brain to the paper.

With one blink, Hiccup snapped out of his drifting trance and he felt a little light headed as he blinked again, as if to resettle his body. He looked to his paper and his brows furrowed in curiosity how he even drew it without reference. Once on the sheet, it resembled the Pentagram Grandmamma had showed him only with five extra stars. Looking closer, the points almost looked like teeth. But as he tries to decipher it more, he suddenly hears the storm door creak open. He froze. He drops to his knees, and creeps his way over to the wooden banister. Turning his head, he caught sight of a dark blur as it slid away from the fireplace and darted deeper inside his house.

Snatching a shield hanging along the all, Hiccup charged down the stairs, rushing the black-clad figure. Arms raised, the intruder stumbled backward, sprawling on the floor with a heavy _clump_. Hiccup lifted his shield high over his head, preparing to bring it down like a sledgehammer.

"Don't pound me!"

Hiccup stopped short of striking, halted by the familiar voice as well as the wide brown eyes that now peered up at him from behind long black curls.

Stunned, Hiccup lowered the shield.

"I'm sorry," Jolene said, a nervous tremor in her voice, "I wanted to come and see you, and the door was open."

Hiccup took a step back, unsure of what to say or think.

Or how to feel. . .

Nonetheless Hiccup extended his hand and she accepted it gratefully. Jolene kept her distance, slowly fixing her dress and avoiding eye contact, as though she feared Hiccup might change his mind and clock her anyway. Hiccup saw that Jolene wore a knitted scarf. It wrapped softly around her neck, her hair spilling over it certain parts of its edges. She also had on open-fingered gloves that blended into her charcoal fur-lined cloak. There was an undeniable current of secret joy that surged within Hiccup at the sight of Jolene.

"So, what's up?" Hiccup asked trying not to sound rude.

Jolene's eyes looked to him, then shifted to the wall. "I came to talk."

"Yeah?" Hiccup said. Curiosity suddenly blooming at his core. "About what?"

"Something important. And I'm actually glad we got to do it privately." she shyly smiles.

Hiccup feels his cheeks grow warm. He nervously clears his throat. "So, um, h-here can I get you anything? Some warm yak milk perhaps?" he stutter while pulling out a chair for her.

Jolene giggles as she flattens her dress against her bum and takes her seat. "Actually, do you have any tea?"

"Yeah, yeah sure. I'll be right back." Hiccup goes to the back and into the pantry where he fetches a chamomile for the water.

Walking back into the room, Jolene sits with her hands folded over one another in her lap, back straight hovering above the back of the chair. Her cloak drapes over the back. Her skirt spread out in gentle folds along the floor. She looked as though she was posing for a painting. She nervously fidgets with her hands, a look of wilted misery flittered across her features. Hiccup reenters the room. They exchange a smile as Hiccup drops the plant into the boiling water. Taking a wooden spoon, he stirs the water until the plants had moistened and slowly started to deteriorate. Soon the fragrance filled the home. Within minutes of Toothless heating the fire, the beverage was ready and Hiccup poured two cups and handed Jolene hers.

"So," Hiccups starts as he sips his tea. "Is everything okay?"

He takes a seat across from Jolene. Toothless circled before he took his place at Hiccup's feet, head resting on his front feet.

"Well, it's a little complicated," she pauses to peer down at her sup, the steam, billowing up before vanishing into the air. "and I know we don't know each other that well, so I apologize this is all so sudden. But I just needed someone to talk to and I figured since you're the chief's son-"

She realized she was babbling, so she stopped and took in a deep breath. Hiccup gently smiles, and places his hand on hers, it still held the cold chill of winter, slowly leaching the heat of the tea.

Jolene takes a deep breath, "Well, in all honestly, I originally came to see you."

Hiccup was in mid-slurp when she spoke, so the sudden intimate confession caused him to choke on the tea, coughing as it went down his windpipe. Once he clears his throat, Jolene decides to go on, sparing Hiccup talking.

"I wanted to make sure you were okay." She says, ghosting her hand across Hiccup's knuckles.

Hiccup nervously clears his throat. "Uh, y-yeah. I'm fine why?"

"Well, it's just your villagers haven't really been, interactive with you much. And you seem like a likable guy, and with you being the son of chief after all. . . ."

"Uh, its' just," Hiccup stops to take a sip of tea. "I've been going through a lot lately, and I guess through the past, the villagers are starting to lose trust in me. And I can't say I blame them."

"Does it have anything to do with the fact that you're practicing magic?" Jolene asks.

Hiccup looks to her wide-eyed. While it was no secret that he was practicing magic, the reasons were unclear with the villagers. Stoick wanted to keep it confidential since he didn't want anything else stressing out Hiccup, but Jolene's bluntness has left him with little defense.

"Uh, well . . ." Hiccup struggles to find the words to explain it to her without revealing everything that's happened to him within the past year.

"You don't have to tell me, but the magic thing is another reason why I wanted to see you." She suddenly says. Hiccup meets her eyes, an abysmal brown that somehow deprives Hiccup of his oxygen. "I need to confess something, and as far as I can tell, you're the only person I can trust."

Hiccup felt his cheeks flare and he knew he had to be turning red.

"Can I trust you?" she pleads.

"Of course Jolene." Hiccup perks up when the realization dawns on him that that was the first time he's ever said her name.

She lowers her head and takes a shaky breath. The vulnerability made Hiccup want to wrap her in his arms and comfort her. Clearly this was a difficult subject. Perhaps this was even the first time she was ever admitting it to anyone.

"Okay, well there's no need for masks." She says looking directly into Hiccup's eyes. "I know what's going on."

Hiccup retreats back into his seat, withdrawing his hand which had long been melded to hers. His jaw clamped tight. Without thinking Hiccup opens his mouth. "Look, you don't know anything." His mouth unknowingly curled into a snarl. "Neither does my friends or even my father."

"This isn't about them. This is about you." Jolene retorts, holding her ground despite Hiccup's sudden hostility. "You and you're wonderful new gift."

"Pft, I don't have any gifts." Hiccup mumbles, flashing back to the vision he had. Flames, burning ember, crimson splattered. The two black holes that bore into his soul. "Just a curse."

"Only if you let it be."

He looks up to Jolene, and while her concern and innocence gave Hiccup the slight sense that she might possibly actually understand, the subject itself made him uncomfortable. "Look, I don't mean to be rude, but I don't want any part of this. It's hard trying to be normal for mw around here okay?!"

Hiccup clamps a hand over his mouth as a sob rose from the depths of his darkness. He swallows it and after a sniffle, he collects himself. He had expected Jolene to get up and storm out from his outburst, but instead she stayed rooted in her place, watching Hiccup, her face black of any judgment.

Perhaps she really did understand.

"Hiccup," her soft voice calls. Hiccup squeezes his eyes shut. His eyes watering beneath his lids. The gentleness and patience in her tone mad Hiccup regret his moment. "Look, I want you to watch me for a second, please?" she beckons.

Hiccup looks to her as she rises from her seat, standing at the edge of the table. When she sees Hiccup give her his attention, she slowly raises a dainty hand and narrows her eyebrows. Hiccup is stumped for a moment, and suddenly he hears the shield he leant against the table rattle. He looks and sees a pale blue light emanate from around the shield. His eyes widen and he lets out a small sound of surprise.

The shield continued to rattler until it finally levitated into the air Hiccup looked back to Jolene and her eyes were glowing a piercing blue-diamond luster that could cut as much as convince. Hiccup whirled back to the shield as it made its way across the span of the floor and following Jolene's hand motions, she rotated her hand before flattening her fingers down. The shield then tilted and hooked onto the wall.

"W-whoa. How did you do that?" Hiccup breathes, his initial shock overpowering his ability to speak.

"The same way you can melt snow and manipulate clouds. And just like you one day everything was normal and then suddenly I had this power. And trust me I hated it too." Jolene says as she approaches Hiccup.

"I, I don't know what to say?" Hiccup says, his senses heightening when he realizes how close she's getting.

"You have to promise you won't tell anyone. Please Hiccup." Jolene begs as she kneels down I front of him. "You're the only one I've told. Promise you won't say anything."

She places her hand on Hiccup's wounding her fingers like a spider would its prey.

"I – I promise Jolene. I promise. And I'm touched you trust me so much. But why is this a sore subject for you, if you don't mind me asking?" Hiccup yearns.

Jolene's quiet for a moment, then she look back to him. "I didn't wander on your shores by accident. Well I did, but not for the reasons you think." She pause, as if waiting for Hiccup to say something, but he doesn't. "I ran away from home."

Hiccup's eye furrow in a seriousness that made people take him seriously. "What happened?" Jolene looked up at him, to make sure she hadn't imagined the genuine note of concern. She felt the brush of Hiccup's knuckles against her jaw.

She lowers her head, and Hiccup can feel the vibration as she draws a shaky breath.

"Back on my home village, my family, while well-respected, we were outsiders. My family possessed a rare, gift that others would either see as a threat or an advantage, if you will." Jolene looks up. "I'm a witch, Hiccup. With powers beyond understanding. At first it wasn't considered a threat, there were plenty of others among us. But soon, the people turned against us, and they tortured and burned my friends and family if accused of being a witch. Through the years, raids would come to my village, sixty years' worth. They came again and again, each time taking more of my friends and taking them captive. We did our best to hold them off, but out numbers dwindled as the raids continued."

She pauses as her voice hitches toward the end. The painful memory reopening the wounds she clearly tried so hard over the years to cover.

"Finally, my great-grandmother was captured. She was left away in chains. The last witch of my village. They say they were put in terrible prisons, tortured and punished for having theses powers. She was the only one who managed to escape."

"So, what brought you here?" Hiccup softly asks. So gently.

"As the years passed, no one ever spoke the word witch in the village. And when people found out I had 'the spark' as they now call it, there were soldiers coming to the village. I was the very last witch to ever be born in the village. They recommended my family leave at once. But my parents couldn't afford the price. So I took matters into my own hands and I ran away. Sparing them the pain of losing a daughter, permanently, at least."

"You're a very brace woman." Hiccup says, placing a hand on her shoulder.

Tears stream down Jolene's flawless face and she leans her head in Hiccup's lap. Hiccup leans down and kisses the crown of her head. Sobs begin to wreck her body, she seems so fragile. Her grip tightens on Hiccup's hand. Hiccup offers no words of encouragement, why would he when it can't change anything? He can't rewrite the past, all he can do is give her hope of a better life.

"You're safe now, Jolene. I promise you're safe."

She looks up to him, wiping away her tears. He holds her chin and smiles. Her skin seemed to hum from where he touches her. She saw him shift in his seat. He leaned down close to whisper, the sensation of his breath against her cheek nearly causing her eyes to flutter shut.

"I promise."

Hiccup ghosts his thumb over her bottom lip. She goes rigid, then relaxes to his touch. Hiccup presses his lips to her forehead. Jolene sighs and Hiccup can feel her skin warm. After a few more moments of comfort, Jolene needed to head home. Hiccup wraps her cloak around her neck, buttoning just at the base of her chest. Even her collarbone was somehow attractive.

"Thank you Hiccup." She mumble shyly. Hiccup smiles as he opens the storm door.

"I hope you feel better." He says.

Jolene pulls her hood over her head, the ends of her hair streaming down through the opening. "I do. And I hope to see you again."

"So do I." Hiccup retorts, taken aback by his own choice of words. Jolene giggles as she crosses the threshold out into the snow-laden town.

She glances over her shoulder and Hiccup offers a wave. Waving back, he stood and stared after her until the train of her cloak vanished around the corner. Once she's out of his sight, Hiccup closes the door with a muted thump. A smile refused to cease Hiccup's lips, a feeling of absolute purebred joy germinated within his chest. Hiccup let the feeling spread, let it sink into his secret spaces and make him its own.

As he put away the cups of tea, Hiccup noticed something black shadowing off his hand. Angling it, his heart nearly stops from the initial shock. He drops the cups and they shatter into brittle pieces. Rushing to the bathroom, Hiccup grabs the soap and begins to scrub the back of his hand as hard as he can, until its bright pink and tingly. But it won't go away.

It won't even fade.

His hand sank, as though his own hand became too heavy for him to hold.

Hiccup can practically feel the teeth lacerate at his heart he stares at the tooth-like points of a ten point star.


	5. Chapter 5

That night, Hiccup's conversation with Jolene continued to run through his mind in laps. Over and over he had to process what Jolene had told him. It was defiantly a lot to process, and on top of that, he was the only one she had told in confidence.

_"I'm a witch."_

Those three words buzzed around his head like angry hornets. And they stung his every thought as they continued to swarm.

Now, sitting at his desk, rough sketches of Toothless scattered across the wood, he tried to shrink the feeling of needing to tell his father. But his promise to Jolene is the only thing that keeps him upstairs.

Not long after Jolene left, Stoick had returned home after a long day. Hiccup had left him a cup of tea and excused himself upstairs without supper, doing his best to pull the sleeve of his tunic over his hand. Needless to say he had lost his appetite for the evening, and he even felt a little nauseous. There was a definite feeling of excitement and worry mixing together inside his heart. Joy because he had finally found someone who shares the same burden and understanding of having theses powers, but worry because of the many secret and powers that Jolene might hold.

Strangely, it gave Hiccup a new sense of motivation to get back to the magic training. It had been at least four days without his training with Grandmamma, and now that's he's deciding to get back to it, he worries that she will deny him. But something tells him she won't.

But what made it so different now that Jolene was a witch?

Was it because she understood?

Was it because he didn't want her going through his alone?

How is it that one girl had somehow managed to make him feel so much better about, everything? They barely knew each other, and yet Hiccup senses that they've met before.

An instant connection.

But then Hiccup starts to suddenly have flashes of the dream. The dream where he finds a beautiful woman playing the piano in the woods. Then his mother giving him the ribbon, and her words. _"Never forget who you really are."_

Then the words of the woman. _"That woman, she's always ruining my music._"

Something about the ways he said made him feel more cautious around her. He knew better to trust his mother. But what was it about her words that made him feel cautious. Did it have something to do with the woman?

And the strangest thing is that he felt it somehow connected to Jolene. No doubt her beauty matched with the woman in his dreams perfectly. But if that's the case, why did it seem she hated his mother? Especially since Jolene has doesn't even know about Hiccup's mother.

How the two connect is still unknown.

His energy draining with every thought, Hiccup decides to drop it and ready for bed. Pulling the quilt over his body, Hiccup blows out the candle as he hears Toothless come in from the skylight and ignite his bed. With his eyelids closed, the fire had a soft glow to it, and once it died down, Hiccup thoughts overtook him and he slept.

Hiccup stared down at the village as he maneuvered through the congested sky. Slushy rain streaked his eyes, turning the whole view mottled. Snoggletog lights blurred into glowing smudges, while the bright holiday tree melded into a shapeless mesh of colors.

As Hiccup edged toward the main road, a sifting of white snow slowly began to replace the sleet. It collected on the houses in fluffy specks, the downy flecks bringing Hiccup's thoughts back to the upcoming holiday. Rows of trees swished past on the left, clumps of wild mistletoe clinging to their barren branches like tangled knots in petrified hair.

He flew over the Square and through the Plaza. It was then he felt a brush on his elbow. Looking over his shoulder, he was surprised and in shock to find a pair of Night Fury wings on his back, flapping by themselves, and yet he felt no brisk of air.

_Am I dreaming again?_

As his thoughts began to regenerate, it dawned upon Hiccup that he wasn't even questioning where he was even going. Even if this was a dream, why is that he knew where he was going, and yet he didn't? His body just flew over the village, as if it was controlling itself, leading him somewhere. And he didn't question it.

Each part of the village he recognized, using the Snoggletog tree as a marker, he branched out his vision toward the houses and the forest and the Cove. His body suddenly took a dive and he nearly crashed into the snowy earth, when the wind picked up and he was hovering only a couple feet above the ground. As he blindly navigated his way around, soon he came upon an unfamiliar part of town. Hiccup knew every back alley and shortcut, but he hadn't explore this part of town given that it was barren and old. In fact it was slated for demolition last summer.

A shudder runs through Hiccup's body at the memory of his battle with Hadrian.

They had had a hand in the demolition. Pounding through walls and crashing through floors. Wood shattering everywhere and splinters embedding themselves into his skin. It had taken Hiccup a few days to stop his habit of rubbing his hands along his arms to check for the ominous glowing marks that were seared into his skin by the Doppelganger. By the end of the battle, Hadrian had been locked away in a spellbook and trapped with Grandmamma's cabin.

The neighborhood and since been demolished, until Hiccup watches the land bleed from the snow laden ground to a grey ash-coated desert. Looking ahead, trees, black and dead, stood innumerable before a glowing violet horizon. Leaden and tatters, the clouds hung low in the slate-colored sky, while the interlocking boughs of the tree created a webwork of shadow patterns over the ash coated ground. On either side of him, through the network of trees, he could see only a single house though its structure was far less recognizable.

The foundation beneath supported a mere frame, the façade itself in crumbling ruin. Doors and windows lacked panes and wood, giving the home the appearance of blackened skulls, their vacant entrances like slack-jawed mouths gaping in shock.

A burst of wind slipped past as he continued to make his way down the desolate street. It was the first breeze he felt since he even entered the dream. Cool and brisk, it carried with it a familiar scent.

Finally as he closed in on the home, his body suddenly jerked to a stop and with a heavy flap of his wings, he flew up until he was hidden within the clouds. And yet he could still see the house perfectly. He did his best to remain focused as he saw a figure make its way up the three steps leading to the porch. The structure and built of the figure made it unmistakable.

Snotlout.

He knocked on the door and Hiccup watched as a bright blue mist, emanating its own light hovered over to the door. Not even extending out a limb, the door opened and Snotlout smiled. He raised his arms up, as if ready to embrace a hug. But the mist simply hovered in its palace.

At the head of the mist, a small hole slowly opened, and inside, needle-like teeth exposed themselves. In the shape of a ten point star.

Then in a blink, it swooped and swarmed Snotlout. Hiccup was about to scream for him, but he watched in horror as Snotlout suddenly became gaunt and inhuman. The flesh of his cheeks sank father inward to revel the contours of his skull, his lips shriveling back to expose rows of his teeth. His nose dissolved into a hole while his eyes, hollowing, became sunken pits lit by two distant pinpricks of light.

And the whole time he was smiling, as if he was enjoying it.

Hiccup felt the scream grow and claw at his throat like an angry bird. He made no move, even though his heart thundered in his chest. Then his eyes flicked to behind Snotlout, and suddenly there was an endless expanse of apparitions lined up behind Snotlout. They all fidgeted, eager to be the net contender. Hiccup stared in shock at what they were doing.

He watches helplessly as the mist finally retracts from Snotlout, leaving him grey and gaunt. He falls to his knees before flopping on the porch. The mist then grows and expands until it flies over the lineup and Hiccup watches at the figures reach up and cry for it, and when it descends, they morph into screams. But they don't retreat.

Suddenly it felt like everything went still. The figures vanished, and Hiccup jolted as he sees the mist almost look up to him. Whispers crawled from it, sounding in a strange rhythmic pattern. _"Tellekli!"_

In an instant, it dispersed into smoke, rushing him like a gust of wind. Hiccup had no time to scream before the tendrils of vapor wrapped around his throat. He felt himself dropping. He felt that same feeling in his stomach of when he and Toothless do a steep dive. He lifted his hand s to claw at the looping threads of swirling mist. His nails scraped his own skin, but the tightness remained. He spun and rotated in every direction as he tries to pry the unfeeling fingers. He twisted. Stumbling backward to escape, he bumped into a mountainside ricocheting off. He descended faster, almost crashing into the woodlands.

The inky swirls whisked around him and Hiccup held his breath, afraid of what would happen if he dared breathe in any part of it. Hiccup fought the urge to shut his eyes, to shut it out. He forces his wings to keep flapping, regardless of which direction he'd wind up. Meanwhile, he trained the fringe of his vision on the thick black branch that was coming up inches to his right, his attention zoning in on it.

He felt a brush across his lips. The mist made a disembodied whisper. Growling, Hiccup jerked his head away from it. He lifted his leg and kicked hard. The mist seemed to loosen, and his foot wen through smoke. Seizing his chance, he flew for the branch, groping his hands around it. It wrenched off the tree with a snap and Hiccup began taking swipes at the darkness around him. The branch sliced through the tendrils again and again with no effect. The haze slid back from him. Hiccup finally breathed in fresh air and swooped high into the clouds. He breathed in and out as he tried to find the mist. When he saw it, he charged, the branch whistling as it arced through the air. Again the things lithered back, lost once more amid the thickening murk.

With a deafening howl, the mist charged for him, claws materialized, outstretched. Hiccup swung the branch again, but it dispersed at the last second, splitting into multiple wisps, each separate strand whisking off in its own direction until he wasn't sure which way to turn. Hiccup went suddenly still as he felt the tendrils return, wrapping their way around his waist from behind before transforming into arms. He felt a pull into a cold presence; he feels the breath down his skin and bones.

"Don't touch me!" Hiccup railed.

Hen raised the branch and jabbed it backward. The branch sailed through nothing, the momentum of the action serving only to knock him off balance. He teetered, catching himself with his wings frantically flapping to regain balance.

He heaved in sharp, quick breathes, and his gaze darted around his surroundings.

But the mist was gone.

The branch disintegrated into ash in his hands.

As he felt his heartbeat slow, it surged again as his back began to feel lighter. He started to bounce, down and he looked over his shoulder to find his wings shriveling. The hissing of fire burned holes through his skin, like the Red Death. Slowly his wings faded off and he began to spiral downward.

No.

No!

He tried to flap but it was useless. Soon his wings became ash and he was left alone as the wings seared his hair and skin. The ground grew nearer.

Hiccup screamed.

His howl, primal and fierce, priced the nighttime silence.

He strained against the floor, his hair whipping at his face. Twisting and writhing, he finally yanked free from the hands that grasped for his wrists. Scrambling back, he slammed into the kitchen table, banging his skull on the wooden frame.

"-iccup!"

His eyes sprang open. The room swirled into focus.

He blinked rapidly at the light that radiated from the hearth, his heart thundering in his chest, manic as a captured bird.

"Hiccup, wake up. Wake up, son."

He gasped, heaving, and swallowed the air in gulps.

Someone patted his cheek. He seized the large, warm hand between both of his, his attention narrowing on the spiked gauntlets that encircled one wrist and the slim red hairs that poked out from beneath the sleeve of a familiar forest green tunic.

Hiccup looked into the face of his father. He stared at him hard, eyes searching, his dark brows knitted together. He glanced from him to his skylight. Upstairs. Closed. The crack and rumble of thunder indicated a stormy night. Hiccup felt a hand brush his cheek, and he flinched. He turned back to his farther, whose eyes strove to make contact with his.

"Hiccup, look at me. You were dreaming, son. Dreaming."

He heard himself whimper as he scooted to sit up. His empty stomach churned, and he swallowed in an effort to repress a wave of nausea. Stoick grasped him by the shoulder, and Hiccup collapsed into his arms. He pressed his face into his neck and released one long, choking sob.

"Shh," he hushed. "Just a bad dream. That's all."

Over his shoulder, he caught the sight of Toothless hovering close by, his face anxious, etched with delicate lines of worry. He drew near and sank onto the floor, next to Hiccup, placing a cool tongue to Hiccup's brow. That was when Hiccup saw Gobber standing near the open fireplace. Hiccup quaked in his father's arms while the adrenaline made its final rounds through his system. Fingers twitching, he curled them into the sleeve of Stoick's tunic.

"It's okay," his Dad said as he rocked him, his voice firm, commanding, as though his saying so held the power to make it true. He stroked Hiccup's back, and Hiccup could feel his hand smoothing over shoulder blades moist with specks of sweat.

Hiccup shut his eyes and tried to slow his breathing. To bring his heart to normal speed and return his mind to reality. While his father rubbed his back, Toothless licked his forehead, the nimble tips of his forked tongue tucking flyaway strands, smoothing his hair.

All the attention made Hiccup feel so small, so helpless, like he'd somehow reverted to being five years old again.

Only his father couldn't tell him that nightmare weren't real.

Because he knew better.

"What happened?" Goober gently asks.

Hiccup numbly shakes his head no, and Stoick glares at Gobber, motioning now's not the time. "It's all right son. I'm here. I'm here." Stoick coos. "I'm sure it was just a nightmare."

"No." Hiccup mumbles, barely audible. "I fell. Through the ceiling."

"You're fine, Hiccup. You're okay."

"Uh, Stoick . . ."

Hiccup feel Stoick glance up at Gobber's voice, and Hiccup can feel him go rigid. Hiccup weakly forces himself to turn his head, and immediately he wishes he hadn't looked. His throat tightened and he whimpered. Tears stinging his eyes and Hiccup could've swore he felt his heart shrivel.

The quilt and pillow of his bed were stuck. Between the floor level dividing the bedroom and main floor. They hung there in suspense, mocking Hiccup like the dead bodies dangling at the gallows. A bolt of lightning created grotesque shadows across the ceiling. Gobber gasped and Stoick tightened his hug on Hiccup.

"What am I Dad?" Hiccup begs. "What's happening to me?"


	6. Chapter 6

No one brought up the incident the next morning while eating breakfast. Hiccup poked at his bowl of overly moist cereal and didn't even dare himself to glance up at his father. His chief helmet was resting at the center of the table while he took a sip from his mug. The pillow and sheet was left dangling in the ceiling until they can find a way to get it down. They didn't want to risk burning it with it singing the floor.

The whole morning, neither of them bothered to talk about what happened, even with the evidence dangling literally over their heads. Maybe, Hiccup thought, sitting at the table wrapped in a spare quilt, no one was saying anything since it was two weeks before Snoggletog. Then again, maybe it was just his father's way of biding time, waiting for the right moment to formally announce his decision to send Hiccup to a shrink.

As for the dream itself, Hiccup knew better than to call it that. It had felt real. It felt _too_ real. Whether his visit happened in waking life or within a dreamworld, however, was another question. But unlike any other dream, the nightmare with the mist remained fresh and alive in his mind, every horrid detail still sharp and clear. A shudder ratcheted its way up his spin as he peers over to the blanket and pillow still lodged into the ceiling. They can easily go to Grandmamma to get it down, but the memory of it will never be as easy as making it disappear.

As he reeled through the images of his dream, the woodlands, the mist, the house, and Snotlout.

Hiccup suddenly dropped his spoon. It clanged loudly against his bowl.

He launched up from his seat.

"Hiccup?" his Dad asked from the other end of the table. He didn't bother to answer. He raced to the door, and burst to the outside.

The morning air hit him cold, its moisture flooding his lungs, reawakening all the pangs from last night. A deep ache seeped from his bones and resurfaced in his muscles as he forced himself to move. The snow whipped at his boot. He raced through the Square and to Snotlout's house. Running up the steps he ferociously pounds on the door.

"Snotlout!" he calls. "Snotlout open up!"

The door rattled and Spitelout appeared in the door. A look of surprise came over his face, though Hiccup didn't know if it was for him or the fact that Hiccup didn't have a heavy coat on.

"Hiccup, what are you doing here?" Spitelout asks.

Hiccup, a little breathless, tries his best to speak fluidly. "I'm, here to see Snotlout. I want to make sure, he's okay."

A questionable looks comes across Spitelout's face. Unconvinced. "May I ask why you need to see him?"

"It's a bit complicated." Hiccup swerves. Behind him he can hear his father calling him.

Without waiting for Spitelout to reply, knowing it would lead to more delay, he pushes his way through and rushes upstairs. He hears Spitelout call after him in anger upon the intrusion, but Hiccup needed to see for himself if Snotlout was okay. Why wasn't it enough that Hiccup was concerned for Spitelout's son, aka his cousin.

Rushing upstairs, Hiccup was relieved to hear Spitelout talking to his Dad, who made it to the door in time to stop him from grabbing Hiccup. He could overhear the conversation, but Hiccup needed to find him before things got ugly between the two brothers.

Upstairs, Snotlout wasn't in his bedroom. Hiccup spins on his heels and dashes down the steps, he can see Spitelout going to reach for him, and Hiccup ducks and slides in between his legs and springs up to race to the backdoor.

Oh, please, be okay. Please be okay!

Prying it open, he finds Snotlout with Hookfang feeding him a wicker basket of fish. Hiccup breathed a sigh of relief.

"Hiccup? What are you doing here?" Snotlout asks.

Before Hiccup could come up with an explanation, a heavy hand clamped on his shoulder. He swallows thickly, expecting to see a raging Spitelout, but he finds his father. "Oh, please pardon the interruption. But we just wanted to pay a quick visit to see our family."

Snotlout raises an eyebrow of suspicion, and Hookfang walks over and breathes in Hiccup's face. Despite the dragon breath, Hiccup smiled. He petted Hookfangs' snout and let the relief course through his body.

"Come along Hiccup. It's time we go see Grandmamma for your training." Stoick urges and Hiccup nods and shows himself out. Spitelout is still standing in the doorway, arms folded, but his expression is less tense. Don't know what Stoick said to him, but at least it spared him the wrath of Spitelout.

As Hiccup steps outside, the cold finally seeps into his skin. Stoick follows him out and drapes a cloak over his shivering body. Hiccup, grateful for the cover, spares his father a shy smile and buttons it down to his feet. Pulling the hood over his head, Hiccup makes his way back to his house where he finds Toothless waiting. The Night Fury hurries up and nuzzles Hiccup where he scratches the dragon's ear. As he readies the saddle, he feels a stare at the back of his head.

He turns and finds his father, brows furrowed in concern.

In a moment of daring, Hiccup walks over and wraps his arms around his father. Stoick returns his hug and takes a deep breath.

"I'm sorry dad." Hiccup mumbles.

"Are you sure about this, son?" Stoick asks.

"What other choice do I have?" Hiccup retorts. "Things are getting worse, and this is all happening as I stopped my magic training. If I can find a way to understand it, maybe I can stop it."

Stoick places his hands on Hiccup's shoulders and gives him a reassuring grip. "I know things are looking bad, but you can do this. I know you can."

"Thanks dad."

Hiccup then mounts Toothless and the two make their way to Grandmamma's house. Hiccup ran a few phrases through his head, trying them all out, then letting them mellow in his mind. Each one clanged lamely against his internal ear and sounded vaguely insulting. He knew it wasn't going to be easy convincing Grandmamma to take him back given that he stopped the magic cold turkey. But hopefully she had one of her visions and will take him back without Hiccup needing to explain himself much. As they flew over the cottage, black smoke belched from the chimney and the cottage's windows give of a muted yellow glow. Up ahead, Hiccup could still see the Pentagram and the grass. It still remained empty of the snow and the flowers powered through the frigid weather to continue to bloom.

Landing Toothless off to the side of the Pentagram, despite what happened the previous night, there was a secret joy as he approached the home. But there was another part of him, a stronger part, that held him back and kept him from betraying any emotion. It brought with it a wave of cold detachment that sent a slow freeze over the initial impulse to start spilling out everything that had transpired to Hiccup's all-too-sudden departure from magic.

Knocking on the wood door, Hiccup couldn't get past the uneasy feeling of being watched as he glanced at the windows with their shades pulled halfway down, to look like glowing eyes examining all who dare to walk up the steps to the home.

Hiccup swallows deeply as he hears the tumbler latch click, and at the last second he remembers to pull his sleeve over his hand to cover the ten-point star. Then with one quick motion, the door was pulled open.

Grandmamma, dressed in a long tunic with studded gauntlets, stands in the doorway. Her face was devoid of emotion, but Hiccup could still feel that level of expectation, like she was waiting for an apology. But before Hiccup could even say a word Grandmamma beat him to it.

"Hiccup sweetie! You're alive!" she squeals as she wraps him in a hug.

"Uh, last time I checked." He says through an awkward laugh. "So listen, Grandmamma, I just wanted to say-"

But with a hand, palm facing him, he stops and Grandmamma speaks.

"First thing's first, come in I need to give you something." She says as she pulls Hiccup through the threshold of the home.

Hiccup was grateful to be relived of the cold, but it curries him as to why Grandmamma was so willing to welcome him back with open arms. Hiccup doesn't say anything as he watches the old woman waddle over to a table draped in a purple cloth and with a skull with a melted candle on the top, a normal candelabrum posted next to it. Hiccup watched as she drew out a mahogany box. Grandmamma goes over to Hiccup and practically thrust it toward him.

"Take this."

Hiccup frowned at the small, flat, post-card box, uncertain whether he should accept it. Grandmamma continued to hold the box steady. At last Hiccup's curiosity outmuscled his indecision. He took it. Grandmamma retracted immediately and went over to her podium.

"What?" she said. "Don't look at me like that. It's not a freaking tarantula. Would you just open it already?"

Hiccup clasped the box between both hands and carefully opened the hinged lid. Inside, the thin chain of a silver necklace glimmered. A tiny charm in the shape of an open hand rested in the middle of a black velvet cushion, its fingers with delicate filigree. In the center of th palm, a tiny iridescent opal lay nestled in the dish of a circular setting.

The necklace sparkled like moonlight on water.

Hiccup let out a small sound of surprise. The pendant was so beautiful and intricate that he had no doubt the stone it held was genuine. It struck him as an extravagant token. At the same time, the well-worn state of the box gave him the impression that the charm was old – an antique, if he had to guess. Though the pendant had five fingers, it looked different from any representation of a hand he'd seen. It had two thumbs, the tips of which curved outward on either side. It hung from the chin so the fingers would aim downward, toward the wearer's feet.

"It's called a hamsa," Grandmamma said. "Belonged to my great-grandmother."

Hiccup looked up. He clamped the box shut with a sharp snap and, shaking his head, held it back to Grandmamma. "I can't accept this."

"Take it sweetie. Besides, you apparently need it until we can get your powers under control." She blurts

Hiccup looks to her startled. He hesitated trying to think of a tactful way to say what he was thinking. "So does this mean you'll take me back?"

"Of course honey. I never had anything against you. I understand if you're frightened, but you just need to learn to get past that and keep trying until you're comfortable."

"I understand." Hiccup smiles.

"Good!" Grandmamma says with a clap of her hands. "Now let's get this thing on you and begin out training."

Grandmamma then plucked the necklace free of its velvet bed. The chain untraveled like a silver snake. The hamsa dangled at the end, the opal gleaming, as iridescent as the sparkling snow that coated the world outside. She unlatched the necklace and stood. Hiccup kneeled down to get to Grandmamma's level, and she lowered the chain over his head and latched the clasp in place.

"So what's this thing called again?" Hiccup asks as he rises.

"A Hamsa. It is thought to protect against the "evil eye" and is a popular motif in both Jewish and Middle Eastern jewelry. The name "hamsa" comes from the Hebrew word "hamesh," which means five. "Hamsa" refers to the fact that there are five fingers on the talisman, though some also believe it represents the five books of the Torah." She explained. "The eye is thought to be a powerful talisman against the "evil eye."

"What's the "evil eye?" Hiccup asks.

"The evil eye is a certain "look" that can cause bad luck for the person at whom it is directed." She says. "This "look" often originates with a person, though not always intentionally. Legends about the evil eye give both regular people and those with certain powers the ability to cast the evil eye."

Hiccup nods informatively and then it dawns on him. She knew he'd need the talisman. That can only mean . . .

"You saw what happened?" Hiccup blurts.

He didn't to explain the whole thing for Grandmamma to go rigid. Then she relaxes and turns. "Yes." She simply answers.

Hiccup bites back a flood of questions that threaten to pour forth from his mouth. He knew she'd know, and yet there were still questions he wanted her to answer. Did she see what happened to Snotlout, does she know about the mist, the star? No doubt she'd be willing to answer, but with the feeling he's walking on eggshells as it is, he decides to store them away for later. Or at least answer them on his own.

The hamsa explains that she saw the mist, what it's capable of, and that it's after Hiccup. And since this was the most important question on his mind, relief floods him along with the worry of what could happen if it comes to the village. But Hiccup tries to focus back on his magic.

Through the course of the next few days, Hiccup practiced day and night with his magic. Grandmamma would assign him homework spells and Hiccup would practice in the backyard. Toothless wouldn't be far from him, he practically stood by Hiccup's side for everything. Stoick would watch from the door, that undeniable look of concern on his face, but as the days progress on, his features soften to an understanding and allowance.

The best part would be that the dreams have, not ceased, but eased as Hiccup starts to gain more control of his powers. As he gained more control, it felt as though he could have better control of his dreams. Maybe the answer really was in going back to the magic. It seemed to have its benefits, and the talisman Grandmamma gave him that added sense of protection. Hiccup had advanced further than any student Grandmamma ever trained. He's proven his worth and capability and had mastered nearly all the points on the Pentagram.

As the days past, Jolene seemed to stop by more than once a day. She would pay constant visits to the house, they two would talk all afternoon. He would give her flights around the village and they'd watch the sun set over the horizon. He even took her to the Academy where she watched them train dragons. She seemed a little precautious when she found out about Hiccup's hamsa, but he assumed it was because he thought she assumed it was more feminine. With his magic squished into the schedule, Hiccup nearly forgot about the Academy. But that didn't stop him from noticing Astrid and Heather's looks towards Jolene. Jealousy was the first thing that came to his mind, but he knew better than to simply brush off any of Astrid's 'feelings'.

For some time, things seemed to have simmered down to where calling it normal was a possibility. Five days before Snoggletog, Hiccup took a walk through the village to pick up a sack of flour for his father, Toothless strolling along at his side. With his heavy cloak wrapped around himself, Hiccup trudged his way through the Plaza toward Mulch and Bucket's wheelbarrow. As he was passing, a flash of dark kept catching his eyes. To make sure he wasn't hallucinating it, he stopped at a local food stand, pretending to inspect the fruit while his eyes scanned over the arms of both old and young men.

Hiccup swallowed thickly as he kept seeing the ten-point star.

There were more than one on several Vikings' arms. Hiccup had to wonder if it could be a sign that he was asleep right now, that all this as a dream. If he was in a dream, then that would explain why he's seeing the ten-point star. His had since vanished, and now it's reappearing on all of the men in the village. The virus was still a logical answer to everything, but Hiccup had since learned better that not all things can be explained.

_Am I dreaming again?_

But the world around him, the people, Toothless, the market and the weather, it all seemed so normal, so real. Hiccup looked up. A dry piece of fabric, suspended against the far ledge, hung where it always had. The two men wearing tunics and heavy coats checking the freshness of the fruit. Glancing around, Hiccup could even see a small footprint of a Terrible Terror placed between two burlaps sacks filled with apples.

Then again, Hiccup reminded himself, that this was exactly what made dreams so tricky. Because no matter what, if you were in one, a dream always seemed real. This _was_ how all the other dreams started, always with him in the village. Could he have dreamed the events of that past few days, though? Or was that how it always wen, and he just forgot about all that later, after he woke up?

Hiccup stepped to his left two steps to avoid suspicion, and watched as another man came over to the stand. As he reached out a hairy arm to pick up an orange, Hiccup saw the ten-point star at the middle of his forearm. But there were more than one, trailing up and disappearing under the sleeve of his tunic.

Maybe he _wasn't_ dreaming. Maybe these marks were spreading because it really _is_ a virus of some sort. But if he couldn't be certain by looking at a clock, then how else _could _he tell? Leaving the fruit stand, Hiccup went to Mulch and Bucket's wheelbarrow where he just went and picked up the sack with his name written on a piece of paper. Slinging it over his shoulder, he pressed on, trying to decipher if it was a dream. A

As he neared the Academy, Hiccup swiveled to face the entrance. As he passed it, Hiccup recalled something else Grandmamma had told him. He had confessed about his dreams he's been having and Grandmamma gave him techniques to try a long with the magic.

She said that if he could wake up in his dreams, if he could realize he was in one, then to some extent, he could control things that happened. One thing was certain. If he was dreaming, then that had to mean he would be able to do things he couldn't in waking life. Or at least, something he'd never tried before.

Mounting Toothless, Hiccup secured the sack of flour to Toothless' saddle, they flew off to the woods.

Standing in the Cove, the water gently rippling across the surface. Autumn birds chirping in the vacant branches. Hiccup took a deep breath, gazing at the long span of land in front of him. His cloak resting on a rock next to Toothless who looked to him in curiosity.

If this was a dream, then he shouldn't have to think about it.

Hiccup broke forward into a sprint. Hiccup lifted his arms. Bending forward, using his gained momentum, he launched in a round-off. The world blurred, becoming a mesh of light and streaking colors. Catapulting into a midair Arabian, knees tucked in, he became weightless. Then, _bam_, his feet met the bare ground, ankles jarring from the impact on the hand, cushion-free surface.

But like a windup toy set into motion, there would be no stopping.

A millisecond later and he'd completed the second round-off, pulled through the hands-free whip, and finished the back handspring, air whistling in his ears.

His feet slammed the ground and he pushed off for the last time, hard as he could. Clutching his arms in tight, he launched upward, recognizing somewhere in the back of his mind that this was the longest pass he'd ever attempted.

The air greeted him, holding him like a stray leaf in its nonexistent grasp as he twisted once, _twi_-

The ground rushed him, as fast as the teeth of a speeding Night Fury. He completed the rotation and his heels connected with the dirt floor, but like a spinning plate, the ground whizzed out from beneath him.

He heard Toothless cry out and gave his own strangled cry, which the ground pounded out of him as it slammed him back hard, like the palm of a giant hand.

Hiccup lay motionless, his muscles going slack.

There was a moment of silence as he stared up at the rows of fluffy clouds, high, high above. He focused in a patch of algae on a rock near the waterline of the lake, and it helped steady his swirling vision. Then his ears began to ring, the blood rushing through his skull loud enough that he didn't hear the sound of heavy footsteps until a moment later toothless converged on him.

Hiccup struggle dot sit up, his entire body humming with a mixture of adrenaline and embarrassment. Well, at least it was just Toothless. Even though he felt no immediate pain, he knew better than to think it wasn't coming. It would. Later. Tonight. Worse in the morning.

Toothless cooed.

"I'm fine, buy." Hiccup manage to croak. His voice sounded small and far away I his still-ringing ears. He felt suddenly tiny himself, too, as though he were a gnat in a room with an elephant.

Slowly, achingly, Hiccup brought himself back to his feet.

_No_, Hiccup thought as his head began to pound.

This was defiantly not a dream.


	7. Chapter 7

After a week of regaining his control of magic, as well as maintain his job at the Academy, like the snow, Hiccup's connection to the other side, to the dreamworld, had abruptly ceased to be, leaving his small connection of recent experiences to thaw in the stark glare of reality.

It was now exactly a mere week before Snoggletog. The big tree at the center of the village was nearly complete and a fresh powder of snow sprinkles across the village. The sun had finally penetrated through the mush of clouds, once again spreading its warm rays along the houses, promising a new and better day.

Grandmamma had managed to explain Hiccup's blankets fading through the floor, as well as himself. It was a rare anility known as 'Density Shifting'. An ability most warlocks have trained years to master. It most likely activated with Hiccup's magic, then it spiked when the adrenaline from Hiccup's dream. He was scared to hit the ground in his dream, and in result, phasing through was his solution. With coaching and focus, Hiccup had managed to pull the blanket and pillow from out of the floorboards. Grandmamma speculates that it activates when he has a spike of adrenaline, or at least if he focuses.

Hiccup proved this theory when he spilled a bowl of fruit at him, and when he tried to catch the bowl, it phased through his hands. When it had flattened on the floor, Hiccup tapped it, and nothing happened. So he closed his eyes and imagined his hand phasing through the bowl.

And it did.

Today Hiccup was spending his time at the Academy. Everyone was relieved to have him back and he was glad to be back. It felt so long since the last time he had been there. Jolene came along to see what goes on and simply watches as the Vikings practice combat, training their dragons or practicing battle strategies.

Her mere presence made Hiccup feel all warm and fuzzy inside. But as for Astrid, it only agitated her beyond recognition. The way she constantly stared at Hiccup. She constantly dotes on him. Tracing her fingertips along Hiccup's arms, constantly playing with his hair. And the way Hiccup looks at her, it's like, he's completely entranced by her. Astrid recalled even seeing him at her house. She'll model different of her dresses, he'll brush her hair.

It was completely unnatural of him.

And when she' not around, he's normal. Something's up.

But when they're together, the way she looks to him, it's almost, disturbing. Like she's looking at her reflection, or a fountain of youth.

As Toothless disintegrates Stormfly's spines in a self-defense practice, Hiccup immediately called off the class and rushed straight to Jolene. Irritated, Astrid shamelessly walked over and pulled Hiccup aside. Offering so much as a, "Excuse us." And a fake smile.

When they're under the cover of the gate entrance, Hiccup wrenches his arm free. "What is it Astrid? That was completely rude!" he hisses in a whisper.

"Hiccup, what has happened to you? You're different." She retorts.

"Where have you been the last few weeks?" He answers.

Astrid takes a deep breath, lowering her irritation. "I mean, what's going on between you and Jolene? You guys seem, interested."

Hiccup looks to her surprised, but his cheeks warming. "Uh, well, uh. She came to visit me while I was home sick, and we just started talking."

"Oh, how sweet." Astrid snaps, the bitterness in her tone too obvious.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Hiccup pressed.

Astrid takes a pause, deciding how to arrange her words without it seeming like she' judging or trying to sound snobbish. Looking into Hiccup's eyes, she sighs. "Look, I'm just trying to help you here. I, I saw Snotlout at her house last week. And after that, nearly half the men in the village. I just . . . just thought I'd make you aware."

She dares herself to look to Hiccup again. His expression remained blank, though his gaze chiseled into her, causing the world around her to smudge into oblivion, and she herself unable to break away.

Did he think she was lying? Then again, with Heather in her background, what else was there for him to think, but even he knew now that her feelings in situations were at worth acknowledging.

Something about the wounded look in his eyes suddenly made her want to take it back, but she kept her mouth shut knowing he deserves to know the truth. But she tried to ease the damage. "I don't think it means what you're thinking, but I just wanted to make you aware."

She tried to reach out and touch his arms, but Hiccup stepped back out of her reach. A clenching pain seized her heart, and she notices Hiccup tugging his sleeves down. He didn't say anything and that's what worried Astrid. The fact that he looked genuinely hurt made her flood with guilt.

"I'm sorry," she murmured. "I didn't mean to . . . its' just . . . lately it's been hard getting your attention."

"I've got a lot on my mind."

"I know that," Astrid went on. "I know you well enough to tell when something's . . . not right. The only difference now is that you won't talk about it. Actually, you don't say much of anything. It's almost like you're suddenly . . . somebody else."

Hiccup sighed, his shoulders dropping as he gazed off, narrowing on a small kink in the stone floor of the Academy. "Maybe I am." He muttered.

"Please don't think of this as me being jealous, which I'm not, but, I just want you to be aware." Astrid finally finished.

"Yeah," hiccup says, but his voice was distant. "Thanks."

Then he steps forward and passes Astrid, lightly bumping her shoulder. The pain of her heart increases and she actually feels it beat faster, thumping against her chest so hard it was painful. She slightly turns to look over her shoulder and watches Hiccup walk back over to Jolene who was occupied with Fishlegs and Snotlout surrounding her. Snotlout had strange pointed marks running all up his arms, she doesn't know where he got them, but she noticed it's been appearing on the men all over the village. Then she draws a gasp as she sees Jolene smile, get up from her seat, and takes Hiccup's hand, intertwining their fingers. Her pride deflates as they leave the Academy that way, and just before they disappear behind the corner, Jolene looked over her shoulder, looking directly at Astrid.

She flashed a perfect white-teeth smile, and strolls away with Hiccup.

Anger floods Astrid and she fists her hands, her nails digging into her palm. Heather walks over, her gaze on the exit where Hiccup and Jolene were. "What was that about?"

"Little Miss Perfect is trying to rattle my cage." Astrid answers through grit teeth.

"Well, judging from that look I'd say she succeeded." Heather says folding her arms.

"Something's not right about her. I have a strange feeling."

"Is it the same feeling you had when I came to Berk?" Heather asks.

"Exactly," Astrid answers. "Only a lot worse."

"Why won't you just admit you're jealous because Hiccup likes her?" Heather asks, her eyes, like two gleaming marbles, look in Astrid's direction.

"Because there's a difference between being jealous, and being aware." Astrid answers. "And I am becoming very aware of this woman."

The two girls leave the Academy, Heather riding with Astrid as they made the ride toward the Square. Leaving Stormfly at Astrid's house, the girls take a walk through the village while discussing Jolene.

"Look, I'm not one to deny a woman's intuition, but I can't get over how jealously at _least_ plays a part in all of this." Heather states.

"I'm not jealous," Astrid denies. "I just don't trust her."

As they pass the market street, both girls simultaneously examine every man's arm from the village. Each containing one or more impressions of a pointed star trailing up their arms. Astrid narrows her eyebrows and tries to look closely without being spotted.

"I just feel like there's some kind of connection between Jolene and those marks on the men's arms." she whispers in Heather's ear.

"What makes you think that?"

"Because every one of the men that have those marks, I've seen them walk to Jolene's home." Astrid confirms, and this makes Heather look to her in stern surprise.

But before she could ask, a screech from behind calls their attention. Fishlegs comes running up in a state of terror. "Astrid! Where's Hiccup?!"

"Uh, at home probably. Why what's going on?"

Fishlegs is physically shaking as he tries to talk, but he can't so he substitutes. "We just need to get Hiccup!"

The three race to Hiccup's house, and are reluctant to find him in his room with Toothless, alone.

"Hey guys, what's going on?" He asks, Toothless raising his head and patting his tail. Seeing Fishlegs in his state of panic, Hiccup stands up from his chair.

"Hiccup, there's something in the forest you need to see." Is all he says, too terrified to continue.

"Alright, let's get Snotlout and the twins and head out." He orders.

Flying off to the forest, Fishelgs navigates them to a secluded area about two kilometers from the Cove. Landing the dragons within the tree line, everyone mounts off and slowly enters a large outcropping of rocks near a river.

Foliage and throne bushes hug the base of a rock wall that climbs its way upward, cradling a waterfall that pours directly into the river. There was a walled garden a secret garden, like something out of a book. The stone wall was worn away in places and completely broken into others. Skipping across the stones leading behind the waterfall, Hiccup pushed through a curtain of vines that hid an old, allege-covered archway.

"So what exactly are we looking for?" Snotlout asks with an annoyed tone in his voice.

"It was over there." Fishlegs points a shaky hand toward the rock wall.

Hiccup slowly eases in, and picks up the faint sound of digging. He peers over a bush and finds an old man kneeled on the ground desperately clawing at the ground, bits of dirt and rubble arching through the air. Fishlegs whimpers as Hiccup emerges from the bush, completely exposing himself.

"Uh" he nervously clears his throat. "Excuse me."

The man immediately stops digging. Hiccup was about to go on, but the man jerked around to look at him, and fear welled in Hiccup's throat. Skin gaunt and inhuman. His cheeks sunken inward lips shriveled back. His eyes, hollowed, the pupils of his eyes like pinpricks.

"No," he whispers. He takes a step back and the man rises.

He moans in aggravation and raises his arms and lets out an unworldly scream. Hiccup stumbles back and the other teens step back. The man runs for a giant boulder, lifting it like it was a pebble and chucks it for Hiccup.

"Hiccup!" Astrid cries.

In an instant, the boulder blasts to smithereens and Toothless jumps over Hiccup, hissing. Hiccup pushes himself to his feet. "Thanks bud."

"Uh, Hiccup . . ." He hears Snotlout call.

Looking to the side, four more zombies emerge and Fishlegs shrieks in horror. Two of them, younger boys, hiss and charge for Hiccup, but he takes the initiative and fists his hands. Two balls of white light flicker and glow, then hiccup brings them up and shoots them at the zombie pair. The two boys are sent flying back and skittering in the dirt.

"Whoa!" Fishelgs exclaims, a sudden change in emotion. "Energy bolts! How did you do that?!"

"Later Fishlegs!" Hiccup protests as the men get up.

"They look like villagers!" Astrid says as she readies her axe.

"Try not to hurt them, maybe we can reverse this . . . whatever this is." Hiccup says.

Another man closest to Snotlout grips the trunk of an oak, yanks it free like a weed and runs to swing at him. Snotlout jumps back and onto Hookfang. "Try not to hurt them?!" he shouts.

Everyone mounts their dragons while Hiccups stays to the ground. One man hisses and charges Hiccup. Before Toothless could shoot the man off, the second jumps on Toothless' back and tries to scratch at his skin. The one man pins Hiccup to the trunk of a free, and hisses, but Hiccup knees him back, and the man yelps in pain. He's back a few feet, and as he charges, he howls like a demon. Hiccup ducks and rolls as the man's fist crashes into the trunk. It penetrated in, but not all the way through. Hiccup pushes to his feet as the man wrenches his arm free and rips off a thick branch.

Charging for Hiccup, Hiccup fists his hands, but before he could get close, a bright blast scorches the dirt. Before checking to see who it was, Hiccup rushes forward and claws his hands. Lightning flickers at the center and he grabs the wrists of the zombie man. Hiccup's eye glow icy blue and the lightning travels up the man's arms, shocking him through his muscles and his hair spikes one end. In a high-pitched screech of pain, then man blasts back sliding across the dirt until when he comes to a stop.

Hiccup looks up and finds all the dragons were downed and fighting in teams rather than aerial attacks, but the sudden save has pulled their attention to the sky.

Hiccup's mouth drops on aw.

Jolene floated in the sky, above the tree line. Her hair billowing out around her as she floated up and down, a soft but brilliant glow emanated from her body, casting her entire being in a beautiful golden halo. Her dress swayed and swooshed in time with the wind, but opposite her hair. Little flickers of light would tinkle all around her, as if surrounded by peeking stars. Her hair looked sleek and shined from the light, her eyes a pale yellow.

"Jolene!" Hiccup calls. She looks and smiles, but it quickly changes. She mouths something, and despite her height, when her mouth moved, Hiccup could hear her right in his ear.

"Behind you!"

Hiccup whirls around and ducks just as the man was about to swing the branch. As Hiccup comes up, he fists his hand and slams the man in the stomach. He bounces back and pauses he before getting up. Turning to the closest person to him, he charges Snotlout.

"Hiccup how is she doing that?!" Astrid calls.

"We'll worry about Jolene later! We need to get these men back to the village so Goathi can help them!" Hiccup says.

He looks to Jolene and gives her a look of discourage, but she only shrugs and swoops down to fly a few feet above the ground. She brings her hands forward and blasts at two oncoming adolescent zombies. They screech and hiss as she pivots toward the sky. Jolene tries to aim from the above, but the two boys dodge her shots and charge Hiccup.

Remaining expressionless, Hiccup fists one hand until it glows green, and pounds it into the ground. A burrow, like the kind of a Whispering Death cracks and navigates to the two boys, and once it reaches them, two giant roots shoot out of the ground and wind around them. Hiccup keeps his hand fisted as smaller thinner roots spiderweb their way around the men's to secure them. Suddenly a wave of fatigue washes over Hiccup and it seems as though the men triple in weight. Hiccup's arms shake, and his strength diminishes in an instant. The roots quickly rot and shatter releasing the men and Hiccup collapses. Jolene quickly swoops down and catches Hiccup before he could hit the dirt. His eyes flutter open and he looks to her. Her glow faded off when she landed, but when Hiccup looks to her, he still smiles.

"Are you okay?" she asks as she helps Hiccup up.

"I don't know. I felt really weak for a moment." Hiccup explains as he holds his head. Jolene rests a hand on his shoulder in concern. "I'm okay now."

She smiles as Hiccup straightens his form and hissing suddenly draws their attention. The men push themselves to their feet and run towards Hiccup and Jolene. Jolene takes Hiccup's hand and her body then exudes that halo of light – an odd familiar feeling crawling over Hiccup's spine.

"Take my hand, use my energy." She says.

Hiccup takes her hand and she grips back, hard. Hiccup hisses in pain for a moment, then suddenly he felt his scalp prickle the hairs on his arms and neck stand on end, but it felt like he just got hit with twenty-two shots of adrenaline. A small wind kicks up from the wave of energy, and as the men come closer, Hiccup's eyes glow and he spreads his fingers out in a fan. Thrusting his hand forward, two energy bolts shoot out, each one landing directly on the men. They're sent flying back, sprawling across the dirt. Jolene raises her hand, but instead of hitting the men again, she instead hits the rocks above them and they tumble down, severing the space between them. The group of men hiss then runs in the other direction.

"Oh nice work. They're getting away!" Astrid fits as she and Stormfly walk over.

"Sorry." Jolene says.

"We all make mistakes." Hiccup quickly defends and after a glare in his direction, Astrid looks away.

Another question pops into her head. "How did you do that? The flying the energy shots . . ."

"Astrid!" Hiccup suddenly shouts, and everyone's eyes divert to him. Hiccup had always had such a calm demeanor, so to hear him shout sent everyone aback. "Enough." He says through grit teeth. The look of anger and, hatred was so deep Astrid was hurt into silence.

"It's fine Hiccup." Jolene says placing a hand on her forearm. "I'm fine."

Hiccup looks to her with worry in his eyes. She only smiles and turns to face the group of Vikings. Hiccup is shocked by her level of confidence.

"I'm a witch. I have the powers over the earth and worlds unknown. It runs in my family, and while my other sister didn't have the ability, I was the one who was granted the gift."

"That was incredible!" Fishlegs exclaims. "The way your body glowed and the transfer of you energy to Hiccup! It was awesome!"

"I've never seen a more beautiful glow in my life." Tuffnut suddenly adds in.

"So, why didn't tell anyone" Astrid questions, not even risking a glance at Hiccup. The hatred in his emerald green eyes could shrivel her sudden gain in confidence.

"I told Hiccup, but I didn't say anything to anyone else because I was afraid of being accused and, run out of the village." Jolene explains, taking a moment to swallow a lump in her throat.

"Why would we do that?" Fishlegs asks Jolene.

As Jolene explains, Astrid could still feel Hiccup's burning gaze in the side her head. She risked looking in fear that the moment they made eye contact, he would shot out deep crimson red beacons, reducing her to ash. The look was so unnatural that it unnerved Astrid. She had no idea such level of hatred even existed in Hiccup. Once Jolene finishes her story of abuse and family history, Astrid watches as Hiccup takes her hand and gives her a reassuring grip.

"Alright, they may have gotten away, but we'll come back tomorrow and track them down. Until then, they're away from the village. We should be fine." Hiccup says. "Let's head back."

"Do you guys promise to keep my secret?" Jolene timidly asks. "I'm not comfortable yet talking about it with the chief."

The teens agree in unison, but Astrid only looks to her. After Jolene believes she's gotten everyone's promise, she climbs up on Toothless with Hiccup and the others mount their dragons.

"Hey Astrid, you coming?" Fishlegs asks.

Astrid looks to Hiccup who only takes notice out of the corner of his eyes, an eyebrow arched as is impatiently waiting for an answer. She mounts Stormfly and says, "I'll meet you guys back at the village. I'm going to go visit Heather."

"Since when are you and Heather friends?" Tuffnut asks.

"We're actually getting along better lately. You guys go on, I'll see you back at the village." she says, then without waiting for anyone to ask more questions, she takes off and heads in the direction of Heather's house. Anything to get away from those eyes, at least it wasn't a lie.

As Astrid takes off, Jolene watches as she disappears behind a gathering of clouds.

Knocking on Heather's door, Astrid tries to rid her mind of Hiccup's penetrating glare. The way he looked at her, it seemed so, unworldly. And as if that wasn't strange enough, walking her way toward Heather's house, a man approached her asking where Jolene was. He said she hasn't seen him since she started hanging out with Hiccup.

"Uh, I don't know. The last time I saw here she was with Hiccup." She says.

"Then you know where she is! Can you take me?!" the man desperately asks.

"Relax!" she spazzes as she jerks her arm free from the man who grabbed it in a desperate plea.

"I need to see her. Why won't see she me?!" he pleads.

Astrid was about to reply until her gaze unintentionally wandered to the man's arms. And a ten point star poking out from under the sleeve of his tunic caught her attention. Her throat constricted as she flashed back to the zombie Viking from the secret garden. He had the exact markings in the same pattern. But he looked, normal.

"W-where did you get those marks on your arms?" she asks.

The man simply looks to his arms and shrugs his shoulder. "Look I need to find her! I need to find her." He repeats softly.

The door suddenly clicks, disrupting her train of thought, and Heather peaks her head out from behind.

"Hey Astrid." She says, casually. "What's up?"

"I need to talk to you. I would bring it up to everyone else, but I don't they'd believe me."

"What about Hiccup?" Heather innocently asks.

Astrid immediately goes rigid as his glare resurfaces at the mention of his name. She looks away, and Heather immediately invites her in. The two settle in Heather's bedroom, comforted by the warm buttery glow of a trio of candles on her night table. Astrid explains everything that happened that day, and she wasn't surprised to see Heather's after expression after she talked about Hiccup.

"So he just glared at you?" Heather asks after she finishes.

"I can see why he's, suspicious of me since, you know." Astrid trails off, gently referring to how she didn't trust Heather at the beginning. "But, that looks, it was completely not like him. It was like he was willing to kill me for just questioning."

"That's a little unnerving." Heather says.

"I haven't even gotten to my suspicion yet." Astrid says as she takes a sip from the yak milk her mother offered her. "I have a, theory, and I know it sounds crazy, but I have plenty of evidence to support it."

"What is it?" Heather asks in curiosity.

Astrid takes a deep breath. "Okay, so you know how all the men of the village have been acting weird and having those weird marks on their arms?"

"Yeah . . ."

"Well, each one I saw, I recognized because I saw them heading in the direction of Jolene's house." Heather's eyes widen in astonishment. "Look, I know it sounds crazy but, could it be that Jolene's the one making the men this way?"

Heather looks away and to the floor, pondering the question. "It's a distinct possibility." She admits.

"Look, it didn't hit me until just now, but Hiccup's been wearing his sleeves lower than usual. He was hiding something." Astrid tells her.

"You mean you think Hiccup has arms like that on his arms?" Heather asks, fear crawling into her eyes.

"Maybe, but I'm not sure." Astrid asks. "And come to think of it, when I saw Snotlout walking to her house, he was weak and wobbly. And Hiccup was the same way in the fight back in the garden."

"He might've caught whatever bug might be doing this." Heather says.

"Yeah and the bug has black flowing hair and is draped in elegant gowns." Astrid snaps. "Look Heather, you're the only person in the entire village that I've told, so you have to keep this to yourself. Please."

"I promise, Astrid."

"Okay, look I really appreciate this, thanks for letting me talk."

"Of course, and if you need help, I'll be here." Heather officially says.

That night, Astrid skipped her dinner, her appetite dying after her talk with Heather and remembering the way Hiccup glared at her. She took a bath and went up to her bed, falling asleep the moment her head hit her pillow.

A cold breeze swept over her. She stirred. Through half-mast eyelids, she saw her breath puff out before her in the dim wash of filmy moonlight that shone through her bedroom window.

Her window as open.

She scowled, squinting at the gaping foot-wide gap as another breeze, harsher than the first, surged through, causing her blanket curtain to swell. Smoothing her hair back, she pushed herself up onto her elbows, wondering who had opened the window. More important, why? Stormfly was the first option that popped into her head, but she only does it in the morning. When a blast of artic air brought with it a spray of snow, Astrid sat upright. Shuddering uncontrollably, her teeth chattering, she pushed her confusion aside and scooted toward the edge of her bed.

She froze, though, a clangor of silent alarms triggering within as her focus was drawn to the outer fringe of her vision. To the dark figure standing at the foot of her bed.

Her hands gripped the covers. Slowly she turned her head to look.

Motionless, he stood watching her, his thin, angular form little more than a black outline in the darkness. When he moved, sliding one green-clad knee onto the edge of her bed, she heard the soft creak of the wood. Her gaze dropped to the place where the board creaked beneath his weight, where one slender white hand splayed itself against her murky brown quilt.

Astrid remained still, making no move either toward him or away.

She could only mark his steady approach with her eyes, following his spindly frame as he climbed onto her bed, moving toward her. _Over_ her. She felt herself tip backward beneath him. Looking up, she scoured those shadow-swathed features, seeking his eyes through the forest of his brown hair, the only things that could tell her for certain whether or no this was a dream.

But what else could it be?

His face drifted to hover within an inch of hers. She felt his breath against her cheek. Astrid parted her lips, prepared to speak, but he stopped her mouth with his. Her eyes fluttered shut. Smooth and velvet soft, his kiss ignited her from the inside, sending a flash-fire coursing through her, surging to engulf all rationality, all question of doubt.

An involuntary moan escaped her as his lips, tempered by the frigid air, pressed against her moth. She sought it out, warming them with her own lips as he pressed down on her. Fastening on hand to the nape of his neck, she pulled him to her, her fingers intertwining with the brown, familiar soft wisps of his hair.

The moment felt so real.

Astrid pulled him closer still, suddenly afraid that he would slip through her grasp, or that at any moment she would wake up and he would be gone, and hating her again. She felt his hands fall to trace her sides, sliding to burrow beneath the thin barrio of her tunic. They glided upward, gathering material as they went, pushing back the fabric to expose her stomach.

Her pulse quickened, causing her thoughts to disconnect. An erotic, hypnotic hold on her.

A burst of winter wind rushed around them.

She arched beneath him, her own hands seeking to bury themselves under his tunic.

But she found no heat in his skin.

Astrid frowned as her palms followed the corded knitting of strong muscles.

He felt strange to her somehow. His skin was too smooth, his body too light.

He lifted away from her long enough to strip his tunic off over his head, long enough for her to glimpse the jagged line of an angry scar etched like a curved lightning bolt along one side of his torso.

"_Hiccup?"_

He descended once again, his mouth locking with hers, silencing her.

The urgency in his kiss grew, climbing toward ferocity. She struggled to keep up, to catch her breath.

She pressed her palms flat to his bare chest . . . and felt no heartbeat.

His grip tightened.

With a whimper, Astrid tried pulling away. She wanted him to slow down, to stop. She needed to understand what was happening. Both of her hands rushed to cup his face, to push him back. But her fingers fell through on one side, curling to hook onto a jagged cut-glass socket in his cheek.

She stiffened.

Against her mouth, she felt his lips curve into a slow smile.

He drew back, angling to grin at her, displaying two rows of white teeth visible through the aping void in the side of his face.

"I've missed you, too, _blondie._" Hissed a familiar voice.

Astrid screamed.


	8. Chapter 8

Hiccup barged through the front storm door of Astrid's home after he scrambled off of Toothless.

At the crack of dawn, Fishlegs came to his door saying neighbors of Astrid heard her screaming. A raw and agonized wailing that flared the air, it mimicked her being murdered. Knowing Astrid isn't one to scare as easily, Hiccup threw off the covers of his bed and grabbed his heavy coat.

He pounded up the steps where everyone else was gathered around Astrid, who sat in her bed, her knees tucked to her chest, gently rocking herself back and forth. She was slightly shaking, and Stormfly was on edge since seeing Astrid scared, even a little was unnatural.

Hiccup eased his way through the gathering people in her room and eased his way onto the edge of the bed. He didn't want to touch her until she permitted him to. "Astrid, Astrid . . ." he gently called.

Astrid slows her rocking and slowly trails her eyes up his body until she met his eyes. Glassy shock obscured her normally crystalline blue of her eyes. Hiccup furrows his brow in worry. He's never seen her like this. He slowly raises his hand and angles it to cup her cheek, she flinches away as his hand draws close. Hurt clenches at his heart like a fisted hand.

"Astrid it's me. Hiccup." He gently whispers. "Do you understand me?"

Her eyes flick back and forth from his hand to his face. Then slowly, she presses her cheek to his palm. Relief floods Hiccup and he scoots closer, as does Astrid. He gently wraps his arms around her as she burrows into the warm crook of his neck. Hiccup rocks her back and forth until in she settles. Almost as if realizing he was real, that she back I reality and whatever terror of the night was merely an illusion.

"What happened?" Hiccup asks the others as he continues to comfort her.

"We're not sure." Fishlegs answers. "Meatlug and I were out for the night stargazing, then we heard a neighbor calling for help after hearing Astrid screaming from her room. Her parents came up and found her thrashing at the air, at nothing. As if she was fighting off something they couldn't see, when they woke her up, she was quaking like a leaf."

Hiccup goes rigid and his grip on Astrid's shoulder tightens as the event is fairly similar to his night experience. Though this was enough to even rattle Astrid Hofferson. Guilt germinates through his chest, feeling as though he brought this onto her. Hiccup strokes her hair, resting his cheek against her head. He offers no words of encouragement or assurance. He doesn't know what she went through, so he can't say it's okay.

He knew better.

All he could do was comfort her until she was ready to talk. But he wanted so badly to help her he needed to know what was wrong.

So he asked. "Astrid what happened?"

She had since calmed down and ceased her rocking, she was still a little shaken, but just from the way she was sitting seemed more familiar to Hiccup. She took a deep breath, every horrid detail still sharp and clear.

"Last night, I remember I fell asleep immediately, I was so tried. Then the next time I woke up, my window was open. I get up to go shut it, and I stop. And I see a figure standing at the foot of me bed." She pauses as a sob rise from the depths, she clamps her hands over her mouth before it could escape. She forces herself to swallow. "I, at, at first I thought I was Hiccup, but as he got closer," she stutters. "He changed, and his voice, his voice it was, raspy and different." Her words spill out like a fountain.

Astrid's words lacerate his heart as he connects the dots all too easily. Hiccup swallows thickly as he forces himself to say the word he thought, or hoped he'd never have to repeat ever again.

"Hadrian?"

A shudder ratcheted its way up Astrid's spin at the memory of the monster's mouth pressed to hers. And that smile. That horrible smile.

As his name rattled against everyone's skull, they went rigid and immediately shuddered in fear. The mere name of the demon still managed to jolt fear within everyone even after so many moons of his so called 'imprisonment' in Grandmamma's spellbook. Hiccup instantly thrusts toward Astrid, gathering her in his arms, now realizing the true horror she had endure.

"Oh my gods Astrid, I'm so sorry." He plead to her. "I'm so, so, sorry this happened."

"It wasn't your fault." She says, burrowing into his chest. The feeling of his warm flesh against her cheek was more rewarding to her than he will ever imagine. He felt real, warm and full. "But how did he get back?"

Hiccup wanted to offer her and answer, and an assurance that he will lock him back away immediately, but he was just as perplexed as she was, as well as everyone else.

How _did_ he get back here? How is it he'd found a loophole through which to enter his world again? It made Hiccup wonder if a version of that same loophole existed for the woman in _his_ dreams. Or even his mother. He recalled the forest that had surrounded them. The piano the woman had played, and the smell of his mother as he handed him the ribbon.

Other images of the dream continued to swirl through his mind. Astrid's mention of Hadrian had tipped the first domino of Hiccup's recollection, bringing the rest of the dream into stark relief. It was clear that somehow, some way, they had both found a way to enter back into reality.

If so, why had Hadrian appeared to Astrid and not Hiccup? What had he been doing?

Hiccup's eyes glazed over as he brushed his fingers over the hamsa at his throat. It felt warm and cold at the same time. He stroked his thumb over the smooth surface of the pendant, it still held the cold of the frigid air.

"When did you get that?" Astrid asks.

Hiccup dropped his hand from the necklace with a flutter, as though he hadn't realized he'd been fiddling with it. Astrid took it and brushed her thumb over its growing warm surface.

"Grandmamma gave it to me. She said it's supposed to protect me from evil spirits." Hiccup admits.

"When did she give that to you? Snotlout asks. Peering at it, curious.

Hiccup looks to the floor, remembering he never told anyone about his dreams. Up until now, there was no reason, especially since Stoick thought Hiccup was the only one experiencing these strange phenomena. But with Hadrian back, and targeting Astrid, it was best for him to tell them everything that's happened.

Who knows, maybe somehow the pieces will connect better.

Hiccup sighs. "I've been having these weird dreams. Each one it's different, but I feel like their visions. I don't what they mean, but I always get a feeling something bad is going to happen." Hiccup explains. "One dream that I had, I was in the woods, and I found my mother."

Hiccup feel the shift in the room at the mention of her.

"She handed me a sash, and told me to remember who I was." Hiccup repeats, her words floating to the forefront of his mind. "And when I woke up, I found this in my hand."

Hiccup pulls forth from his vest pocket, the purple ribbon with the initial stitched in the corner.

"V. H?" Fishlegs reads.

"For my mother." Hiccup says. "It startled me. I didn't think it was real, but now, I don't know what to think."

"Does Stoick know you have it?" Astrid asks.

"No, he keeps them somewhere hidden in the house. I can understand why, but if he didn't give to me, how did it find its way out of hiding?" Hiccup asks. He looks around the room, then continues on. "The following night, I had another dream. I was flying over the village, and it was like my body was controlling itself, and I few over to a, almost hollowed out house."

Hiccup traced his hands through air as if painting a picture.

"Inside, there was a strange mist, and it floated toward the door. To you," Hiccup point to Snotlout who grows pale. "And then it, it surrounded you, and you became gaunt and haunted. You were like a, like a . . ."

"A zombie." Fishlegs finishes.

"Yeah. And then there was an entire line-up of people behind him, and once it was done with Snotlout, it went onto the others. It's like it was draining their energy. Going onto the next victim once it was finished with one." He pauses to take a breath. "Then it, it noticed me. It surrounded me, and I couldn't fight back. I felt arms wound around my waist, and a breath travel down my neck. Then it vanished and I started to fall. As soon as I was near the ground, the next thing I know, I hit the wooden floor, in my kitchen. My pillow and blanket had phased through the floor, and they were just dangling there. Once I got back into magic, my dreams stopped. And now . . ."

There was a pause after Hiccup trails off. The story settles cross the teenagers and each one slowly connects the dots leading up to now.

"Should we tell Stoick?" Fishlegs asks.

Hiccup looked to Astrid for confirmation, and she lifts her head from his chest and she numbly nods.

"Okay, we'll tell my dad, but first we need to get to Grandmamma's house and check for that book. If Hadrian's really found a way to re-enter our world, we need to get some protection spells so he can't interfere with anyone else." Hiccup orders and no one questions him. He turns to Astrid. "Are you okay?" he asks.

"I'll push through." She says, though her voice shakes, Hiccup knows she's telling the truth. "I'm a Hofferson, remember?"

Hiccup nods and fakes a small laugh. "Okay, we need to get to Grandmamma's house and find out if Hadrian really has escaped." Hiccup orders.

Everyone mounts their dragons and flies off to the home. Astrid was stable enough to steer Stormfly to the home. The whole ride, Hiccup clasped the hamsa in his hand. The pendant more reliable and useful than he gave it any credit for. He had not realized that it was the reason behind the ending of the dreams. It provided a barrier to keep out anyone, or anything that tried to enter his realm of dreams. He was probably the original target for Hadrian, but when he realized he couldn't infiltrate his mind, he settled for the next best thing. Or even the better thing.

Hadrian knew that Hiccup was loyal to a fault. He'd do anything to ensure the safety of his friends and family. He'd risk it all if it mean protecting someone he cared about. And by targeting his friends, it hurts Hiccup more than any physical pain anyone could endure on him.

As they landed outside of Grandmamma's house, Hiccup wondered if giving the hamsa to Astrid would be better, then again, that could be just what Hadrian wants. So he could easily target Hiccup if it's true that he's gotten free.

Hiccup leapt off of Toothless and bounded the steps, banging on Grandmamma's door with harsh persistence. "Grandmamma! Open up! It's an emergency!" he shouts.

The door swings open and Grandmamma stands there with two vials in one hand, and the smell of something sharp and rotten fills Hiccup's nostrils. Looking behind her, he can see the bit black cauldron boiling over the hearth.

"Grandmamma I need to see the book." Hiccup demands. He pushes his way past her before she could even answer. He barrels down the basement steps and strikes the torch at the start of the archway.

Navigating his way expertly through the maze of tall shelves, he weaves left and right until he spots the white trunk with gray metal corners traced into exquisite floral curves, the outer rim traced in silver. His heart thrummed in his chest as he nears it with careful feet. The salt circle he traced on the outside wasn't even moved a slight, not one grain out of place. The latch was still in the same place he left it, frozen in its place. Hiccup grasped the hamsa as he kneeled down in front of the trunk. Above, he cold hear the muffled voices of Astrid and Fishlegs explaining to Grandmamma for the urgent intrusion.

Hiccup takes a deep breath, and, with shaking hands, he places them on the rim of the trunk. His fingers twirl the dial and unlock the padlock. The trunk open with a low growling creak. The hinged lit tilted back, held at ninety degrees by two silver strips of chain in either corner. The book was at the center of the trunk just as he left it. Nothing changed. Hiccup rests his hands on the rim of the trunk. His hand reached in and ghosted across the surface. Nothing radiated like he expected.

He mumbled a few words as he reached in and pulled it out. Grandmamma said to say the words if he ever decided to pull the book back out. Which he never thought he'd ever do. It helps to, in a way give you your space from the beings. Tells them to give your space, and leave him alone. Hiccup sits with the book in his lap. There wasn't even the slightest hum, in a way, the book was dead in his hands.

Maybe it was quiet for a reason.

Hiccup took a breath and started flipping through the book. The pages whispering against one another as they lifted and settled into place. He leafed through until he turned one final page.

An artist's intricate rendering of a young warrior holding a sword in one hand, dripping with blood, and the horn of a dead Nadder in his other. The boy held a scowl and his body sliced with multiple cuts all over his limbs. His clothing torn and ratted, weapons adorned his body as well as a studded shoulder pad on one shoulder. Blood flowed from the Nadder's mouth, and slid down the blade, puddleing at the boy's feet. The artwork filling the entire left-hand side of the book. In the background, the gray slate of an arena poked out from a decorative border that framed the picture.

Hiccup swallowed a lump in his throat as he gazed at Hadrian.

He waited for something to happen. To watch Hadrian breath, blink, smile.

Nothing.

Hiccup stood and still holding the book, he rises to his feet and navigates his way back up the steps. The gleam of the sunlight blinds him for a moment, and he sees Grandmamma with the others. Her eyes widen when Hiccup comes up with the book.

"Is he there?" Astrid asks. The nervousness in her voice obvious.

Hiccup doesn't say anything, he walks over to the podium and places the book open to the page. He steps back and lets everyone see and their looks of perplex only adds to the confusion. Hadrian was freed somehow. And whoever did it obviously needs a pawn and is targeting Hiccup and the others.

He walks over to Grandmamma and pulls her aside. "Did she tell you?"

Grandmamma nods. "I wish I had answer, but I don't. I'm just as astonished as you."

"What do we do? If my father finds out about Hadrian, he'll probably put me on lockdown. Along with adding double, even triple the security in the village."

"Well we don't know if what she saw was real. It could've been a dream." Grandmamma says.

"Grandmamma, you and I both know we shouldn't underestimate the capability of dreams." Hiccups sternly says. And she only nods in agreement.

"But it doesn't make sense," Fishlegs says. "If Hadrian's still in the book, then how did he visit Astrid?"

"I wish I knew." Hiccup admits.

"Look, just leave the book here, I'll keep an eye on it." Grandmamma instructs. "And I'll let you guys know if anything happens. Until then, go home, relax, and let's keep this a secret until we know for sure."

"What about the others?" Hiccup asks, the hamsa plastered to the base of his throat. Hiccup resist the urge to grasp it.

Grandmamma goes over to a table with a small mahogany jewelry box. She pulls out a sliver of paper and hands it to Astrid. "Say this before you go to bed, and it should keep you safe from any unexpected intrusions."

Astrid takes the paper and nods. She looks it over and mumbles the words. The kids leave the house with a less reassurance than they anticipated. Hiccup couldn't draw his hand away from the charm. He clasped it for reassurance, a promise that whatever's happening, he will solve, and they can all rest easy.

But Hiccup began to doubt if he would ever now true rest again.

As the day dragged on, at the Academy, Gobber was hired to teach combat. Everyone too unfocused and rattled to pay attention to anything else. At least with practicing combat they know they can defend themselves. Even everyone knew they can't really fight what they can't see.

That night, Hiccup had prepared a simple dinner for one since Stoick was off acting as a pastor for a wedding tonight. Hiccup had made rice and chicken, but his appetite had since dissipated. He can't even remember having breakfast he was too urgent to get to Astrid. He gave his food to Toothless and dumped the dishes in the sink before stalking up the stairs to his bedroom.

Hiccup strips off his tunic and drapes it over the end board of his bed and pulled out his night tunic. He was just ruffling his fingers through his hair when he heard the front door open.

"Dad?" Hiccup calls.

There's no answer.

Muttering, he trudged down the steps and saw the front door cracked an inch. The knife-blade slice of frost-colored light that streamed from outside flickered as villagers walked past, hurrying home. Hiccup walks over and opens it wide. Peering outside, a fanning of snow settles over the village and coats the houses. Hiccup sighs, his breath puffing out in front of him before he closes the door.

Suddenly behind him, the buttery glow of the fire flickers, as though someone had darted past, inside.

"What the . . .?" Hiccup whispers.

He looks up and his heart pounds when he sees a shadow dart across the wall. He rushes upstairs and when he reaches the top, the room is empty. Toothless follows him up and scours the room. He sniffs Hiccup's bed and his own, but only looks to Hiccup perplexed. He wasn't hissing, and Night Furies have uncanny sense of danger. Just like Toothless found Hiccup hunting with Dagur.

Hiccup steps into his room and walks to the center, rotating in a circle to let his vision search every inch of his room. The skylights were shut and Hiccup made sure to lock the front door. He sighs and sits on his bed running his fingers stressfully through his hair.

"Stressful day huh?"

Hiccup froze. He jolted out of his seat and stumbled back to the first step down the stairs. Hiccup felt his stomach drop, his mouth went dry as sandpaper.

He was sitting at his desk. Leaning forward, elbows resting on his knees, he sat staring at the floor in front of him. His hands hung in between, one overlapping the other the curved of his fingers aimed toward the floor. His eyes flickered up. He raised his thin, abnormally long hand, the tips of which ended in long black, talon-like claws. He waved at him.

He had changed.

He had porcelain white skin, his dark-night black hair fell over one eye and shadowed the other. His clothes were black leather and chains. He wore boots, and his pants were covered with buckles and dull silver chains. He had on a thin strap-covered black coat that almost looked like a strait jacket. It fitted snuggly against his still muscular frame. He leaned forward, turning his head toward Hiccup, revealing the other side of his face. Hiccup froze, his eyes locking on the jagged black hole that marked his cheek, as though an entire chunk of his face had been knocked out, like a chink in a porcelain vase.

Hiccup slowly eased his way to his feet. Fear pulsed through him, and yet he stood hypnotized. He was horrible and fascinating all at once, like a scorpion prepared to strike, all angles and sharp lines and menace.

"So you can see me." He says. The sound of actual words coming out of his mouth startled Hiccup. His voice was quiet, smooth, ad acidic somehow corroded in essence. "That's very interesting," he continued. "that you can see me like this." He smiled, flashing a dangerous grin.

His nails, more like the fangs from some deadly venomous snake, gleamed in the light. Hiccup found himself once again staring onto the hole in his cheek, his gaze held by the movement of the jawbone as he spoke. There were no muscles, no tendons, no cartilage, nothing to hold him together, only hollow blackness.

He raised a clawed finger to point at the missing portion of his face. "Oh, don't' let his bother you. Happens to the best of us."

It was then Hiccup finally saw his eyes. Stark and cold, the concentrated green of pale jade. It wasn't until Hiccup saw them that he finally made the connection. Up until this moment he hadn't even recognized him.

But the eyes were unmistakable. And that's when the spark of recognition ignited in his memory.

_Hadrian_.


	9. Chapter 9

"Why are you here?" Hiccup hissed.

Hadrian blinked, his cold eyes remaining downcast. Tilting his head to the side and knitting his brow, he seemed to contemplate the question. He didn't answer, though. He only looked the other way. Hiccup didn't move. He found his gaze unable to waver from Hadrian, from his face that seemed to struggle and twist between several emotions, finally contorting into a grimace of malice and pain.

"Is this a bad time?" he teases.

"Cut the crap!" Hiccup snapped, taking three bold steps in the demon's direction. "I mean how?! You were locked away in a book! Forever trapped and out of my life! So who set you free?! How did you escape?! And why. Are. You here?!"

Hadrian's eyes flicked up. He shot Hiccup a withering glare. Hiccup was tempted to step back, but he kept himself rooted in place; determined to show the demon he no longer had control over Hiccup in any way. But there was something in his demeanor, in the heavy way he sat, that warned Hiccup against asking and launching the opening bid for a match of verbal–tag-you're-it with the demon.

"Always expect the unexpected." Hadrian finally said.

"Look," Hiccup said. "I already know this isn't a dream. So tell me how you're doing this. How are you entering the real world again?"

Hadrian laughed, a low, deep sound that sent a cold shiver running through Hiccup.

"Hm, I can see you've changed as well." Hadrian said, at last drawing himself to a standing position, his spindly frame towering over a foot above Hiccup's own. "I thought it was just me."

Despite the sudden rush of adrenaline that gushed through his veins, Hiccup refused to allow his body the step backward it so desperately wanted to take. Instead he remained planted, determined not to do or say anything else that would betray his escalating fear. Even though he knew Hadrian held no power to harm him physically, everything about him, from his caustic voice to the twitchy birdlike way he sometimes moved, terrified him.

"Why are you here?" Hiccup repeated. "Why did you go after Astrid? If you want me, come after me." He challenged.

Hadrian looks away, his head slowly turning to the side, to gaze out of Hiccup's skylight. "Sign the line. Make a deal with the devil. Make a deal with the devil in blood."

Without warning, he began to take slow and cautious steps toward Hiccup, as though _Hiccup_ were the cornered animal poised to either strike or bolt.

It was certainly how he felt.

"I swear, if you so much as try to touch me . . . ," he warned Hadrian, the threat railing off as he began to consider his options.

In an instant, Hadrian dispersed into smoke. He shrank, contorting, his frame turning murky through wisps of violet. He whisked around Hiccup and flew to the window ledge of hiccup's skylight. He re-formed and crouched on the ledge, elbows resting on his knees. He kept his gaze out toward the moon.

For a moment, Hiccup remembered how Hadrian's only wish was to be free. Despite his intentions, he made the most of his freedom. It was all he wanted. A small wave of pity washed over Hiccup, feeling a small amount of pity as he watched the nightmare gaze out at the blue moon.

_Make a deal with the devil. Make a deal with the devil in blood._

"Did someone send you here? On a deal?" Hiccup suddenly whispered. Hadrian suddenly cocked his head and Hiccup went rigid.

His body loosened, and inky swirls whisked around Hiccup readied for the blow, a choke, nothing happened. The haze slid back from him, and Hadrian's face, translucent and vaporous, re-formed within the tangle of violet wisps.

"You're necklace," he snarled. "It's a clever trick, but it won't help you."

He took a solid shape again, a foot from Hiccup. Leering at him, he cupped Hiccup's chin with one cool clay hand. Instinctively, Hiccup brought his hand up to grip Hadrian's, but surprisingly his grip wasn't tight.

Now that he was face-to-face again with the nightmare creature in all his gruesome glory, he appeared less vulnerable than he remembered. Unable to hide his fear any longer, he began quivering all over, his stomach clutching at the memory of how he had engraved the mystic marks on his body.

As his courage began to collapse in on itself, Hiccup started to realize how wrong he'd been to think the demon couldn't harm him. Obviously, he could. In more ways than he knew.

Hadrian drew his hand slowly back, his claws grazing Hiccup's cheek. Hiccup winced as the razor tips raked his skin. There was no pain. Only the surge of dread as his face drew nearer to his. "You seem to think you know everything, Hiccup." He snarled.

Hiccup kept his yes squarely on Hadrian's, wide and unblinking. "You don't scare me anymore." He said, even though he could tell by the wistful smile Hadrian wore that he knew Hiccup was lying. Hiccup didn't care. "You haven't answered any of my questions. Now, why are you here?"

Hadrian brushed his thumb across Hiccup's lips. "Do you really believe everything she tells you?" he seethed at him.

Bewildered by his question, Hiccup watched a Hadrian suddenly withdrew. The monster slithered back, his face dissolving, lost once more amid the thickening murk. The violet mist now drifting toward Hiccup's bed. He reappeared on Hiccup's headboard, feet braced against the wood, hands on his knees.

"She's only playing the game she knew for centuries." Hissed his disembodied voice. "The only difference . . . , she _needs_ you." He emphasized.

Hiccup looked to him, working to decipher the riddle. It wasn't like him to play that sort of card.

"_Always expect the unexpected."_

Who was _she_, though?

"Who's she?" Hiccup asks.

"The name is better left unsaid."

Hadrian looks to him, a look of urgency that looked to foreign on his face. Hadrian had always known what he was doing. But now it seemed as though he was just growing used to something new. Like a baby lamb learning how to walk, he struggled to stand on his own while trying not to try too hard. He took a deep breath.

"Mark these words." He said. "Forty days and forty nights she works to seduce them. They'd listen to the lyrics of her song because it would amuse them." He quoted, the riddle somehow striking a familiar chord inside Hiccup's head. "The sing-along did not last long. It started to reduce them."

Instantly Hiccup dropped his gaze and began to drift back to the night he had followed the hypnotic tune of a beautiful woman playing at a grand piano. But once the tune was interrupted, he broke free, the feeling returning to his nerves and common sense flowing back to his brain.

"Why is this 'she' – whoever she is – why is she after me?" Hiccup asked, each word like a timid step into a pitch-black room.

"Because, Hiccup." He said, choosing his words. "I told you. She _needs _you. Without you, she's nothing."

"Who?"

"Come." With a sweep of his hand, he gestured Hiccup to the windowsill. As Hiccup approached, Hadrian hopped from the headboard to the ledge, appearing so light-footed, he nearly floated.

Hiccup drew nearer to the black square of his open skylight. A cool breeze filtered through, stirring his curtain of hair. He felt the brush against his cheek. When he reached the window, he glanced first at Hadrian. Standing this close to him, he could see his eyes beneath his black hair – really see them they were void of pupils. Jade green holes bored into him before turning away and gazing out the window into the space beyond.

Hiccup followed his gaze.

As he looked, the darkness cleared. A familiar image frayed through the middle came into view. In the distance, he could see the outline of the woodlands. A dim violet light radiated through the arrangement of thin black trees.

And there, standing just outside the forest boundaries, Hiccup recognized the curvy hourglass shape of a familiar form. A tall, slim figure clad in an elegant gown.

"Jolene . . . ?"

Suddenly the figure turned her head to the side, she glared at them through one black eye the same greedy way a bird inspects a shining beetle. Hiccup's voice hitched in his throat. The woman unleashed a deafening howl and launched for them. Hiccup was yanked back and came crashing to the wooden floor, knocking the wind out of his lungs as he landed on his spine.

The skylight slammed shut and Hiccup struggles to prop himself on his elbows. Hiccup looked toward his bed and in one blinking movement, Hadrian lunged at him, jaw unhinging, the black hole in his face widening. Teeth bared, claws outstretched, he unleashed an ungodly sound, something between the woman's screech and a demon's howl.

It happened too fast for Hiccup to form his own scream, too fast for him to raise his arms and think 'I knew it'. Hadrian's claws rained down. A shrieking torrent of black engulfed the moonlight. His form loosened into violet smoke, and like a demon sucked into hell, he vanished into the floor.

Blood.

Where was the blood? Why wasn't he bleeding? Hiccup searched his arms for signs of scarlet, expecting the pain to hit him any moment. Those claws, they'd raked right _through_ him. He should be shredded. Still halfway curled into himself, he stood trembling, as though waiting for the moment when he would start to fall apart at the seams. That moment never came, though. There was nothing. Maybe he was in shock.

Hiccup drew himself sharply upright, gazing around his now dark room. Hiccup looked to his desk and found spilled cups, papers scattered and charcoal pencils now littered the floor. There was a last beat of silence, one final moment of suspended peace. Toothless' breath brushes his hair and Hiccup jolted backward. Toothless cooed and circled him and nuzzled his cheek. Hiccup looks to his skylight and the door was shut.

Hiccup hurried downstairs, ran the length of the living room and pushed into the bathroom. He drew himself up to the sink, placing his hands on either side of the basin. He stood there, trying to regulate his breathing, and fought against the urge to puke.

He was cracking up. He was losing his mind right in front of himself. There was no other excuse for it. What was _wrong_ with him?

He couldn't be dreaming right now could he?

Hiccup brought his reluctant gaze to the reflective surface of an ornate metal Gobber gave him as a new mirror. Staring into the deep forest green of his own eyes, he had never felt so alone.

"I _need_ help." He whispered. Pallid and haggard, he watched his nostrils flare as he took in a longer breath. He let it out through his mouth and shut his eyes.

He left the bathroom and went out to the living room where the fire was slowly diminishing, but still alive glowing in an orange haze of embers. Toothless spiked the fire to its original tranquil length while Hiccup took a seat at the kitchen table. Toothless nuzzled his hand and Hiccup held it in his lap.

Of everything rolling through his head, the one thing that stood out was the way Hadrian had delivered his words. It was something important. A message.

A warning.

Was he warning him of Jolene?

Then there was the numerical number forty that for some odd reason had pushed itself to the forefront of his mind. And suddenly he felt like he was running out of time.

A part of him automatically assumed he was lying and just trying to lure him into a trap, but a small feeling of unease germinated at the way he remembered how Hadrian sat, the way he chose his words with careful precision. As if trying to deliver the message across without it being too obvious.

But why? Who was going to find out? Was it the woman? Was she using him as a slave to spy on Hiccup? Clearly she was dangerous if Hadrian was trying to warn Hiccup. But since Hadrian didn't have the best track record, Hiccups just couldn't deny the fact that this could all be a new scheme for him to get revenge on Hiccup for his imprisonment. And yet his demeanor was, different. It was so different he couldn't ignore it.

But if he was trying to warn Hiccup, why would he attack in the end? Then again, the woman did spot them, and their eyes only made contact for a moment before Hiccup was yanked back out of sight. Did Hadrian attack him to fool the woman?

Hiccup couldn't help but laugh at the idea since Hadrian hated Hiccup's guts with a burning passion.

One thing was for sure, this was l too much for him to figure out alone. He decided to visit Grandmamma and take her back to the home. The feeling of being home gave him a better visual of what happened. Grandmamma was up, not to Hiccup's surprise, and she paid close attention. She would ask questions, and Hiccup would nod, relieved to have her connect the dots on her own. It helped not having to put things into words himself.

"Then there's this woman. She came to me in my dreams, appearing almost every night. Calling to me for . . . something."

"Did she say what?" Grandmamma asked.

"No, it was unclear. All she did was play the piano and sing. Nothing really happened except I felt, hypnotized."

"Well it seems that you've become a link, Hiccup."

"A link?"

"With the magic training, you seemed to have created a link between this world and a dreamworld." Grandmamma explains.

"But now it seems like everything's leaking together." Hiccup mumbles.

Grandmamma eyed him with uncertainty. Up until this moment, she had been eager to learn about the details of what happened, the strange and seemingly unexplainable events that had led to Hiccup's newfound powers. Now though, wither her upper lip crimped into a squiggly line of unease, she looked as though she couldn't be sure if what Hiccup was telling her.

Her eyes darted to one side. "About this woman," she began. "The one you said you saw?"

Hiccup could sense her growing apprehension. He felt the nervous tension radiating from the old woman's tiny frame, as palpable as an electric current.

Hiccup kept her eyes steady on Grandmamma, waiting, finally ready for whatever she might ask.

"What did she look like?"

The simplicity of the question surprised Hiccup. He thought about it for a moment, once again envisioning the woman who had appeared to him in the inverted dream version of the woodlands, luminous in swaths of white gossamer and tumbling veils. "She was . . . well, she was beautiful," he admitted. "And at first, that's all I could think when I saw her. She had white skin, like marble. And lone thick black hair. Tons of it." As he spoke, Hiccup traced his fingers through the air around his own hair, his hands gliding down past his shoulders and, before he knew it, all the way to the floor. "She wore layers of white veils that wound down to her feet. And her eyes . . . "Hiccup shook his head. He would never in his life forget those eyes. "They were black. Completely black."

He glance dup realizing that he'd been lost in thought. He focused on the distraught expression that Grandmamma now wore. It was so unfamiliar to him that Hiccup had to backtrack mentally through his words, wondering what he had said that Grandmamma had found so disturbing. Then again, hadn't Grandmamma already seen everything with her years of experience?

Maybe, Hiccup reasoned, Grandmamma was still trying to wrap her head around the concept of there being another dimension. Though, given everything that had happened, Hiccup knew there weren't too many other conclusions left for Grandmamma to draw.

"Did she tell you her name?" she asked, her words slow, her voice laden with such dead seriousness that it made Hiccup pause before answering.

"Uh, no. But I recognized it as Jolene. But it felt like she might have a different name. Like I've heard it but I can't place it." Hiccup said, trying to gauge the source of Grandmamma's sudden trepidation. "It felt like she had many names, and Jolene was different than the rest. Like it began with an L-"

"_Lilith,"_ Grandmamma whispered, her face white.

Hiccup's mouth popped open in shock.

Quickly Grandmamma stood. Dashing, she snatched up her purse and cat. Then, stopping to gather her shoes, she stuffed everything under one arm, and darted.

"Grandmamma!" Hiccup leaped to his feet.

He rushed after as she opened the front door and vanished into the darkness in a swirl of snow.

Hiccup caught the storm door just as it latched.

"No," he rasped, and fumbled to turn the handle. Outside he could see Grandmamma hurrying through the winter bluster toward a mule drawn carriage. He could see her exchanging words with the driver.

Managing at last to twit the handle, Hiccup pushed the door open. He stumbled into the cold, down from the porch and through the darkened yard, only realizing he didn't have shoes on when the snow soaked through the thin layer of his sock. He ran despite the bitter sting.

"Grandmamma!" he shouted, no longer caring who heard. "Stop!" his voice echoed, reverberating through the silent, still neighborhood.

Ahead of him, Grandmamma faltered, tripping over the now snow-caked hem of her skirt before colliding with the carriage.

Hiccup heard the jingling of charms. He ran faster

"Grandmamma!"

"I can't talk to you!" Grandmamma shouted, whirling to face Hiccup who skittered to halt. "Ever again!"

Hiccup gaped at her. Grandmamma, in turn, swiveled away and, pulling the door open, san inside the house, shoving her things into the vacant passenger seat.

Hiccup forced himself to move and caught the door before Grandmamma could pull it shut. "Why are you doing this?" he demanded. "How did you know-?"

The man managing the carriage, snapped the reins. The mule neighed to life, cutting Hiccup off. Its nostrils flaring.

"May Thor protect you!" was Grandmamma's only answer before she tugged the door free of Hiccup's grip. It slammed shut with an echoing clap.

"Wait!" Hiccup shouted, staring into the window-side through his own distraught reflection at Grandmamma as she shifted her things.

"Open the door" Hiccup slammed his palm against the glass. "Grandmamma, if you know something, you have to tell me! _Grandmamma_!"

Hiccup heard the mule neigh. He bucked and snarled before aggressively pounding the snow.

"You can't just leave like this!" Hiccup screamed. He latched onto the handle of the driver's-side door and pulled, only to find Grandmamma had locked it. "Grandmamma! You're the only one I have! You're the only one who knows the truth! Please!"

The wagon thundered forward, snow groaning as it compressed beneath the wheels, the frozen handle tearing free from Hiccup's grip.

"Grandmamma!"

Whining, the carriage gave a granting screech as it swung around him in a wide arc. Hiccup turned where he stood, his hair whipping in his face as the carriage sped past him with a pounding stomp, slashing through the darkness.

Hiccup stared after the carriage as it swerved, fishtailing around the post and speeding out of sight.

The wind tugged at the sleeves of Hiccup's tunic. It pulled at his hair and clung to his bare arms. But he no longer felt the cold. Only the sandlike sting of the snow as it raked his raw cheeks. He stood statue straight in the diffuse moonlight, his gaze locked on the set of wheel tracks that snaked their way through the inch-thick layer of snow.

His throat felt tight, crammed with so many unspoken questions.

He forced himself to swallow them while he waited for the carriage to come back. For Grandmamma to come back.

But nothing happened. Gradually the frigid knife-edge cold crept back into his awareness, and a shudder racked his frame.

How long could he stand out here like this, waiting?

Never long enough, he thought, because Grandmamma wasn't coming back.

Hiccup looked up. He stared at the countless specks that rained down around him, each white flake highlighted against the black backdrop of night, like a thousand falling stares in a dead sky.

He had to wonder if this sensation of being shredded and left to the wind, of being left behind, could even touch what _he_ must have felt the moment he'd realized he wasn't coming back. That was alone. Utterly and completely alone.

"Hey!"

Hiccup glanced over his shoulder toward his home.

Stoick stood in the doorway, washed in a glow of warm light. Squinting at Hiccup and leaning out, he looked like a bird poking its head out of a peephole.

"What are you _doing_?" he shouted.

Hiccup hugged himself tightly against the sudden whip-snap of frozen wind and forced himself to move.


	10. Chapter 10
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* * *

><p>By the time Hiccup had reached the front yard, his foot had gone completely numb. So much so that he could only feel the downy softness of the snow itself along with the frozen grass blades as they crunched beneath his heel.<p>

Stoick stepped back when he reached the threshold of the front yard. He gawked at Hiccup, holding the storm door open to allow him room to enter. His eyes grew even wider as he stepped inside.

Against the warm inside air, his skin flared fire hot. His feet prickled, the numbness slipping quickly away, replaced by the sensation that the splinter wood he stood on had been transformed into a bed of burning coals.

"Did you go out there without your shoe?" Stoick asked. "Have you gone mad son?"

Hiccup didn't answer.

Stoick watched him with wary uncertainty, as though he couldn't be sure he was eve listening. "Did something happen?"

"I don't want to talk about it."

Hiccup pushed past his father and made a beeline for the stairs.

"Hiccup," he called.

He paused, but only for a moment. Then Hiccup did what he thought would be easiest for the both of them.

Drifting up the stairs like a ghost, he vanished into his room.

That night, no matter how hard he tried, Hiccup could not fall asleep.

He rolled back and forth on his bed, flipping from one side to the other, unable to make up his mind whether it was better to face his skylight or to have his back to it.

Neither felt comfortable. Or safe.

Nothing did anymore.

Darkness bathed the house, quietness filling every corner. Finally he settled on lying flat on his back and staring up at his vaulted ceiling. He shut his eyes. As he lay there, exhausted and yet firmly wired into wakefulness, Hiccup thought he was beginning to understand Hadrian had once told him in the moments before he came face-to-face with Jolene, or Lilith.

By degrees, Hiccup was growing weary of the night, to fear what the veil of sleep would allow to worm through his slumbering mind, what holes its images could burrow through his heart. And the seeds of doubts it could plant in his soul. Hiccup rolled onto his side again, facing his closet. Huddling into himself, he clutched his blankets tightly. What he'd seen in the dreamworld, with Hadrian in his room, couldn't have been real. It had been a fabrication meant o to confuse and detour Hiccup something Hadrian had concocted to distract him and cause him to lose hope he would give up.

Sitting up, Hiccup wrapped his arms around his knees, hugging himself into a tight ball, and lifted his eyes to the skylight.

Despite everything that's happened, and with this new feeling of abandonment germinating in his system, Hiccup felt a small candlelight of, something, flicker in his chest. Could it be, friendship? Understanding? Tracking back to his warning of Jolene, Hiccup had no other choice but to take Hadrian's word for it.

And even in reality, he was all Hiccups had.

Hiccup sat up on the corner of his bed closest to his skylight. He watched the clouds from an angle that did not show the moon, only that of the sky itself. From here, he could see the dark branches of the trees. Hiccup struck a match and lit the small candle next to his bed.

The darkness seemed to press in around him, as though waiting for him to make a move or dare to step beyond the spherical pool of light.

But Hiccup wasn't afraid.

His eyes remained steady on the ledge of the skylight as he spoke.

"I don't know if you can hear me," he said. "I can't tell if you're listening. I'm not even sure how this works . . . if it works . . . but I know that you've seen me. And . . . and I know what you saw today." Glancing down, he took in a breath, then let it out in along sigh before continuing. "You have to be listening somewhere. Look . . . I'm sorry I wasn't listening before, but I'm listening now. Please. I don't know what's happening to me. I have no one. This might not even come close to how you felt, but I at least understand."

The words were out. He lifted his head, his eyes returning to the skylight. He waited for something to happen, for him to appear on the ledge in a flurry of violet wisps.

"Hadrian!" he whispered, evoking his name. "Speak to me. Tell me how to fix this. Show me how to fix, _everything_; because right now, I don't even know if what I'm doing is right anymore."

Pushing off from his bed, Hiccup went to stand in front of the skylight. Not liking the way the dim light exaggerated the shadows on his face, Hiccup glanced at the night sky. The stars were diminishing, surrendering to the early morning dawn slowly bleeding across the sky. Time continued to crawl by, yet Hiccup stayed in front of his skylight, hoping that any moment he would see Hadrian's face appear, that he might step up behind him, or that he would hear him say something. _Anything_.

Hiccup dropped his head and swallowed back a choked sob that threatened to breach his lips. Fresh tears stung his eyes and blurred his vision. He fisted his hands and forced himself to look away and trek back to bed. Sitting at the edge, he braced his head between his hands, gritting his teeth in frustration.

Just as he was about to except that be might be completely alone, a soft breeze chilled the back of his neck.

Followed by an acidic toned voice. "The elder was rise to run."

Hiccup's eyes shot open, he swirled around towered the skylight. "Hadrian?!" his voice scrape raw at the back of his throat.

But when his eyes landed on the ledge, he halted. He pulled back and, with careful steps, drew to peer at the shadow perched on his ledge. He sat slumped against eh far corner, half of him lost in shadow. Another demon? He looked up, his dark gaze focusing on Hiccup. "I wouldn't cross the line," he said grinning. "if I were you."

He was different from Hadrian. This Hiccup noticed right away. Instead of black, his hair was deep black to blue-violet. As he lifted his head, his hair spiked up from his skull like the feathered crest of a bird. His teeth, pointed like the tips of countless sharpened pencils, gleamed an unsettling indigo. Though his face was whole, he was missing nearly half of himself on one side, including an arm from the shoulder down, part of his abdomen, and his leg from the knee.

He wore no shirt or jacket, which was what revealed the most unusual thing about him.

Scrolling designs covered much of his exposed skin. His chest, sculpted and smooth like a polished statue, depicted minutely detailed tattoos of sailing ships, tossing waves, and foam. A long-haired mermaid graced his existing shoulder, her scaly tail sweeping the length of his arm. An entire portion of the sea epic vanished into the pit of his missing side, and though the pictures themselves might have been beautiful, Hiccup was too distracted by the fact that they had been chiseled into his skin like carvings. That thought, combined with his demonic grin, the garish white of him, and the jagged gaps in his body, made them somehow vulgar.

"Who are you?" Hiccup asked.

"Not who"- he wagged a blue-clawed finger at him – "_what_."

"Fine," Hiccup obliged, "what?"

"Baffled," he replied, "at how you, fetching though you are, could possibly compete with the rest of us."

Hiccup stepped closer, eyeing him warily.

"If I had known about your, ability," he continued. "I would've kept my mouth shut."

Shut? What did he say? Still distracted by his engravings, Hiccup could only ask, "What's your name?"

"My name, isn't it obvious?" he questioned. "Scrimshaw." He drew out his name, the voice low and grating.

"What do you want?" Hiccup pressed.

"Just to survey the scene." He replies.

He finally stood, his frame nearly matching the length of the window frame. He braced his hand against the wood frame and took a relaxed position, one foot crossing the other.

"She was so close to snatching you, hook, line and sinker." He cocks on eye at Hiccup. "You were _this_ close to being reduced to just a mere puppet on a shelf, just begging, screaming, 'Puppet Master chose me!' Scrimshaw says, his finger squinting down until it barely hovered above his thumb.

"What?" Hiccup took a step back, his footstep crunching.

"But then _he_ came along, the traitor, and he enticed you with such valid information. I don't really know if I should thank him, or _kill_ him." Scrimshaw muttered, clutching his fist as it he could crush the traitor he spoke of into bits.

Hiccup took another step back from him.

"There's loyalty." He muttered, the shadows overtaking his form once again as Hiccup receded. "Ah," he said, and began to sing softly to himself in a lilting tune.

"_Hush child, _

_the darkness will rise from the deep._

_And carry you down into sleep._

_Child,_

_The darkness will rise from the deep._

_And carry you down into sleep."_

Hiccup covered his ear, blocking out the sound. He turned away, even though he knew it wouldn't do any good, but anything to stop it. He couldn't take anymore songs. Behind him, Scrimshaw laughed, the lyrics of his dreadful song rising in volume.

"_Guileless son, I'll shape your belief,_

_And you'll always know that your lover's a thief._

_And you won't understand _

_the cause of you grief._

_But you'll always follow the voices beneath._

_Loyalty."_

He grasped his ears tighter, as if trying to crush his skull. But it seemed like the sound was inside his head, echoing bouncing around the inside of his skull. The word mocked him. Beneath is, Hiccup could swear he hear the disembodied whisper of a woman.

"Loyalty, only to me."

What was he talking about? Loyalty? Did he mean Hadrian? Did he belong to the same woman who sent Hadrian?

"_Guileless son, your spirit will hate her,_

_The flower who married my brother the traitor._

_And you will expose, Her puppeteer behavior_

_For you are the proof, Of how he betrayed her Loyalty."_

"Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!" Hiccup screamed as he bumped into the end board of his bed.

He hurried himself to bed. He threw back the covers and slipped under them, the rolled to face away from the demon and his song, blocking out his voice. He desperately grasped the hamsa around his neck, suffocated it in his grip.

But it doesn't work.

The more Hiccup tries, the louder it becomes. Hiccup clenches his teeth and squeezes his eyes shut. He can't for focus, form a single thought, so he just huddles into himself, doing his best to hang onto his sanity.

Hiccup dares a look back. Scrimshaw was still in the skylight, but now he had an entourage of black birds surrounding him. One by one. Perching on the ledge or on some furniture in his room. They kept a border around his bed, the birds repeating the word, Loyalty while Scrimshaw continued the torturous lullaby.

"_Hush child,_

_the darkness will rise from the deep._

_And carry you down into sleep._

_Child,_

_The darkness will rise from the deep._

_And carry you down into sleep."_

A carefully orchestrated chorus of horror begins to spill out of their mouths. Hiccup tries to block out the excruciating lullaby.

If this is a lullaby, Hiccup wanted to wake up. Now! He tried to remember about how Grandmamma mentioned that if you know you're dreaming, you can control it. But the lullaby had infected his mind, and he couldn't form a simple thought, do the simplest task. His body paralyzed, locked in an iron grip, unable to break from it. Hysteria rising.

So he did the only thing he knew how.

He screamed.

Raw, agonized wailing that pierces the air. The lullaby begins to dwindle, but he doesn't stop. He can't, and he doesn't want to; fearing that if he does, the song will dare rise back, louder, higher. He can start to feel talons clawing, raking at his skin. As if he had disturbed the birds and the lullaby, and now they attack with vengeance for ruining the melodic song.

Hiccup didn't care.

He began to thrash and kick and claw. As if ravenous animal had just awaken inside him and is now desperately fighting back in a fit of maniacal rage. Hiccup started to pray to Thor that his father will hear him screaming once again as he tries to break from the haze. That he'll come and wake him and rock him gently to calm him down.

Hiccup's eyes shot open.

His body is trembling and is moist with sweat. He was awake. Hiccup tried to move, but it took a minute before all his senses awakened, and he could releases the iron grip on his body. And even after, he started trembling. His eyes flicked to the skylight and it was clear. A shadow moved at the end of his bed, and suddenly Toothless sprang up onto the bed. Hiccup yelped and scrambled back, slamming his head into the headboard. He grunted in pain, cradling his head until the world settled back into focus. His ears were ringing, but his body was free of the expected scratches.

Toothless coos but Hiccup doesn't pat his head. Swinging his legs over the edge, he tries to steady his breathing. Wiping his wet forehead with his tunic sleeve, Hiccup can still hear the song, and see the demon known as Scrimshaw.

He must've been another pawn for Jolene, or Lilith, whoever her name was.

The sound of steps snaps Hiccup's attention. His head jerks up in time to see his father coming up the steps.

"Morning son!" he says. Hiccup doesn't reply, and it looks like he doesn't need to his father is so built with happiness. "Glad you're up. Happy Snoggletog!"

Snoggletog.

It's today.

Hiccup scrambles out of bed and shoves open the skylight above his bed; too hesitant to open the one across his bed. A cold breeze rushes in his face, blessing his still moist skin. A fresh planting of snow had draped upon the village. Coating everything in a white, sparkling blanket, it looked like a world of fragile things.

"Come on Hiccup." His father called. Hiccup turned to him. "Odin placed a lot of goodies in your helmet. Let's get to those presents!" then without waiting for an answer, he headed down the steps.

Hiccup slumped into his bed. He fiddled for the hamsa, and for a moment, he gripped it hard, threatening to rip it off his neck and chuck it into the snow. But something stopped him. Hadrian said it was at least worth something. Releasing it, Hiccup sighed and worked to organize his thoughts. Stray tears filled his eyes. Without a word, Toothless' dark wings enveloped him, and Hiccup hugged his knees to his chest, and began to sob.

* * *

><p>Hiccup didn't bring up the nightmare that morning while unwrapping presents. Though it was obvious he hadn't slept well, not even Gobber who Hiccup thought would have been the first to launch into an onslaught of questions, wanting to know about the dark circles under his eyes.<p>

Maybe, Hiccup thought, sitting on the stool, wrapped in a quilt and clasping a mug of warm yak milk, no one was saying anything because it was Snoggletog. Then again, maybe it was because they didn't know anything at all. He hadn't told Stoick about the woman in his dreams, about Hadrian, Scrimshaw, even about Grandmamma coming over and abandoning him.

As for the dream itself, Hiccup knew better than to call it that. It had felt real. Whether Scrimshaw's visit had happened in waking life to within the dreamworld, however, was another question.

"Hey," Gobber said, calling to Hiccup from where he sat on the kitchen chair beside the Snoggletog tree, surrounded by discarded multicolored ribbons curls and box-shaped husks of wrapping paper. "Look alive, Hiccup."

He chucked something at him. Hiccup flinched, catching the small brick-shaped package just before it could smash into his nose. Covered in lumpy red paper and too much tape, the thing looked like it ah been wrapped one-handed by a toddler.

The box felt light in his hands, as though he would open it to find wads of old parchment stuffed inside. Hiccup glanced to Gobber, but he had since gone back to rifling through his fresh stack of clothes and blacksmith accessories. Behind him, Stoick sipped on his mug while admiring the new sword Hiccup had made for him using Gronckle Iron. A new silver sports gauntlet encircled one of his wrists and he had on the pair of studded shoulder pads Gobber had given him.

Sitting next to hiccup, Toothless flipped through a wicker basket of fish. Occasionally he would reach up and brush his nose against Hiccup's hand, purring.

Hiccup looked at the present in his lap. With cautious fingers, he began to peel back the tape and pry open the corners of the wrapping paper. He shucked the glossy red sheath to reveal an ornate helmet with a sheet of crumpled-up paper inside. Hiccup yanked the paper free, only to hear something else rattle inside the box. His attention went to the paper first when he noticed faint blue writing tucked between the crumpled folds. He opened the paper and read the lines of Gobber's sloppy handwriting.

_Consider this a token of thoughtfulness._

_Happy Snoggletog_

Hiccup frowned. Confused, he released the helmet from its paper cocoon. He slid his fingers into the dome of the helmet, reaching around until they stumbled across something cool and metal. As he did, he heard Gobber's voice pipe up.

"Hey Stoick, do you have any more things needed to be unloaded in the back?"

In his palm, Hiccup held what appeared to be a small silver, oval-shaped locket. It felt light in his hand and when he tucked his thumb beneath it, it fanned upward and out with a quiet _click_, revealing the face of his mother in a thumbnail picture. The gift brought on a wave of happiness, and Hiccup latched to it with desperate fingers, unable to remember the last time he had felt this joyous.

Gazing at the picture, his mother had his same mud-brown hair, twisted into a fishtail braid down one shoulder. Her emerald green eyes brought on a sense of calm and peace, matching Hiccup's demeanor. She wore the usual horned helmet of the village, sitting upright in a poised, proper position, hands folded in her lap. She wore a navy blue tunic under her breastplate, and leather-wrapped gauntlets trailing up her forearms. Her smile gave Hiccup an unknown sense of relief, true she didn't look _exactly _like the way she did in his dreams, but this was even better. To see what she really looked like. Hiccup flashed back to the stitched Nadder laying in the crest of his headboard. He sniffed as he traced his thumb over the picture.

The thumbnail was clearly painted, no doubt by Bucket. But to get this form of detail, he'd need someone to describe it.

Someone . . . like his father.

Still, he didn't get what the gift had to do with Gobber's cryptic note.

"Hiccup,"

His dad had stopped sipping his mud and now, instead, watching him.

"There's something else." He said.

Hiccup set the helmet aside, unlatching the clasp of the locket and attaching it around his neck, it rested just above the hamsa, the cool surface spreading gooseskin across his chest. What did he mean, "something else"? He looked toward Gobber again, but he only remained expressionless.

"I mean you have one more present left to open."

Brow arched, Hiccup looked at the already hefty stack of gifts that sat next to him on the floor. In addition to the new pencils and brushes for his sketches, his father had gotten him a new saddle for Toothless - quality made, two tunics and a pair of pants. Considering his recent magic training and the locket, Hiccup hadn't expected to get nearly as much as he did.

"What is it?" he asked, feeling oddly guarded.

Standing, Stoick walked over to the tree, bent down, and pulled a thick, medium sized wooden box from behind the tree. A big red ribbon wrapped around all sides. Stepping around Gobber, he made his way to where Hiccup say on the stool. He had an odd, pinched look on his face as he held the box out to him.

"I was meant to give it to you when you turned eighteen." He said.

Hiccup took the both in both hands, but the thing was so heavy, it plopped to the floor with a heavy thud. As he pulled on one end of the ribbon, his father stood next to him, hands folded in front of him. Because of Hiccup's pile of presents, though, he had to stand a little further than he wanted.

The ribbon shrank before unraveling and puddled around Hiccup's knees. He opened the box, its hinges squeaking like a scared mouse.

Inside, folded neatly to fit was a dark green tunic with scale mail armor down the middle. He gazes at it in awe as he reaches in and lift it from the box. In full view, it would reach to his knees. The scale mail armor wrapping around the skirt of the tunic, it gleamed in the morning sunlight. Underneath it was a small note. Hiccup refolds the tunic and takes out the envelope. The silhouette of violet lines showing like dark veins through pale skin. He runs his thumb over the smooth surface of the paper. He holds it against his chest for a few heartbeats before open it. A breath hitches in his throat as he reads his mother's handwriting in elegant lines of purple ink.

_My darling Hiccup,_

_If you're reading this, it must be Snoggletog, _

_And your father has actually waited to give it to you._

Hiccup chuckles as he reads on.

_I made this myself just for you. _

_I know you're only eighteen, or even younger,_

_But I just wanted to leave you with something special._

_Something other than a helmet made from my breastplate._

_I hope that when you wear this, whenever that may be,_

_Your coronation,_

_A birthday, or even a feast._

_You'll wear it with pride._

_I'm sorry I'm not there for the holidays,_

_But just know, I am you mother._

_And I will always be there for you,_

_And I will always love you._

_-V. H_

Hiccup stared at the paper in his quivering hand, able to do little than trace and retrace, through his searing vision, the deep violet ink that comprised that final line. Despite its literal meaning, he knew what she had meant to say.

She will always watch over him.

Always, he thought, trailing a fingertip over the swirls of those carefully crafted letters.

"How long ago did she make this?" Hiccup asks.

"When you were just a baby." Stoick answers. "She wanted to make it for you. She was looking forward to seeing you wearing it, the day of your coronation." Stoick's voice hitched, and he sniffled.

"Thank you Dad" Hiccup say, and he gets up and hugs his father. He muffles into his father's shoulder. "Thank you so much. You don't know what this means."

"I just wanted to give you something, special. You know . . . with everything that's happened." Stoick said.

Hiccup weakly smiles, and as he refolds the tunic and gingerly places it back into the box, he hears the two necklaces clink against one another. It was then he remembered that he still needed to tell Stoick about the dreams, Hadrian, and Grandmamma running out. But with such a meaningful gift still lingering in the air Hiccup decided to wait only a little longer, until the feel of the mood diminishes.

As Gobber gets up to go in back and brew up some more yak milk and cookies, Hiccup starts to organize and round up all the present. A quick knock at the front door caused Hiccup's head to jerk up. Stoick and Gobber didn't call to him to answer, they didn't hear it. It came again, louder this time.

Hiccup pushed to his feet, and made his way toward the door, expecting to see Snoggletog carolers. He fastened his hand to the door. Opening it, he steps out, the winter air clinging to the bare skin of his face. A few stray flakes drifted from an otherwise tranquil sky. The sunlight bouncing off the snow eared Hiccup's eyes. He squinted through the glare, scanning the quiet scene of his neighborhood.

No one was around. Fear tugged at his gut when he noticed the set of fresh footprints in the snow, which led all the way up the curved sidewalk and wooden steps. Hiccup stepped back.

Suddenly he heard the door creak open behind him.

Hiccup froze. Turning his head he caught the sight of a dark blur as it slid away from the scalar siding and darted inside his house.


	11. Chapter 11

Heart hammering, Hiccup spun. She threw open the storm door and charged back inside. Spotting the brass weapon stand, he grabbed the handle of his father's duel-bladed axe and rushed the black-clad figure.

He flipped the axe in his hands and swiped the handle under the figure. It hit solidly against the thing's leg and the intruder stumbled backward, sprawling on the stair with a heavy _clump._

Hiccup lifted the axe high above his head, preparing to bring it down and slice the intruder in two.

"Don't chop me!"

Hiccup stopped short of striking, halted by the familiar voice as well as the tattered dress and pasty grey hair that flowed out from beneath a headscarf.

Stunned, Hiccup lowered the axe.

"_Yeesh,"_ Grandmamma said, a nervous tremor in her voice. "You expecting out-of-town relatives or something?"

Hiccup took a step back, unsure of what to say or think.

Or how to feel . . .

Grandmamma sat up, lowering her arms slowly as though she feared Hiccup might change his mind and slice her anyway. Slung over one shoulder, the strap of a heavy-looking messenger bag blended in with Grandmamma's woolen coat.

Inside the bag, Hiccup glimpsed the green binding of a thick hardback book. His eye caught the last word of the gold-embossed title. _Mysticism?_

Quickly Grandmamma fumbled to cover the book. She looked up, and their gazes met one more.

Despite what happened between them the previous night, there was an undeniable current of secret joy that budded from within Hiccup at Grandmamma's return.

But there was another part of him, a stronger part, that held him back and kept him from betraying any emotion. It brought with it a wave of cold detachment that sent a slow freeze over the initial impulse to start spilling out everything that had transpired since Grandmamma's all-too-sudden departure the night before.

"What are you doing here?" Hiccup snapped.

Grandmamma sobered. Her eyes shifted to the wall. "I came to talk."

"Yeah?" Hiccup said. "I thought you _couldn't_ talk to me. Ever again."

This time, Hiccup didn't hold out for a response. Instead he deposited the axe back into the brass stand with a harsh _clang_. Folding his arms, he faced Grandmamma again, watching her as she grabbed ahold of the banister and drew herself to a standing position. Her thin frame wobbled under the weight of the messenger bag as she pulled herself up. Hiccup didn't help her. She opened her mouth to speak, but Hiccup cut her off.

"So remember the time that you promised you'd help me through anything?" he asked.

Grandmamma's jaw clamped shut. A look of wilted misery flittered across her features. At first the reaction gave Hiccup the jolt of satisfaction she'd been looking for. A moment later, though, he wished he hadn't said it.

"Look, I came to say I was sorry. After that, if you still want me to go away, then fine I will."

"Or maybe I can just call animal control and save us all the trouble." Hiccup coldly replies.

Grandmamma looks to him with hurt in her eyes, but Hiccup looked her dead in the eyes, emotionless. He wanted Grandmamma to know how bad she had hurt him; but even with all that, he still wanted her help.

"I don't think they're open today." Came a mellow voice from behind them.

Both Grandmamma and Hiccup swung around to find Stoick standing in the doorway leading from the hall to the back room, a steaming mug in one hand. With the bags under his eyes, his beard, and the scraps of hair poking out around his forearms, Hiccup thought he looked more irritable and intimidating than when he's in full-on chief mode.

Hiccup's initial irritation turned into an under-the-lid boil and he trained his eyes on Grandmamma. What startled Hiccup the most was the fact that he actually backed Hiccup up after he offended an elder. Was it because he knew that she had abandoned Hiccup last night? Or because he wanted to help defend his son after so much has happened trying to affect his sanity?

"Morning, Stoick." Grandmamma gave a stilted full-armed wave, like the swipe of a Monstrous Nightmare's tail.

Stoick's eyes narrowed to near slits. "Are you supposed to be here?" he asked.

"No," she replied. "But I know you're not going to kick me out."

At this, Stoick actually looked more amused than annoyed. "Oh yeah?" he said. "Why's that?"

As he tilted his mug to his lips, Grandmamma flashed one of her bright smiles. "It's Snoggletog!"

"Humph," he said, and gave her another once-over before turning his attention fully to Hiccup. "If you want her out, just tell me."

Hiccup looked to him in shock and question. He almost wanted to bash his father for leaving him with the pressure. He looked back to Grandmamma and she stared at him in nervousness. As much as he'd want to just toss Grandmamma out, she had valuable information that could possibly be the link to everything he needed to know. Hiccup stood there for a few seconds, as though debating whether or not to say what he was thinking. Finally he gave a long, loud sigh. "Fine. She can stay."

"Do you want her to?" Stoick asks.

"No, but she has information that could be very valuable to me and everything that's happening." Hiccup said.

"Hmm, funny Hiccup." Gobber injected as he entered the room from behind Stoick. His interchangeable hand replaced with anther mug. "You almost sounded like Hadrian there."

Hiccup and Grandmamma both looked to him in unison, an unnerved look on their faces. He had meant for it to be a joke, but his chuckle was cut short from their faces.

"Hiccup," Hiccup looks to his father. "Is there something going on?"

"A lot, dad. One being Hadrian's back." Stoick suddenly stiffens with anger and a sense of wanting to attack, but Hiccup stops him. "But, he came to me, and I think he, tried to, help me."

Stoick looks to Grandmamma and says, "Start talking."

"No problem," Grandmamma says. "I've got something to show you."

For the next two hours, they had gathered around the table, Gobber offering grandmamma a mug of yak milk, she denied and settled for tea. Hiccup had gone upstairs ad retrieved the ribbon, he now has it sprawled across his knee, his thumb nervously tracing over the engraved initials of his mother.

Hiccup decided to trace all the way back to the night he had followed the hypnotic music of a piano and a woman's voice. He had explained about how he had felt, numb to the hold of the music, captivated by the woman's voice. Then when he heard another voice, the woman suddenly grew weary, agitated.

"It's like she was trying to keep me, seduced. But I ignored her and followed the sound, and I led me to mom." Hiccup explains.

Stoick and Gobber go rigid at the mention of Hiccup's mother.

"She was beautiful." Hiccup speaks, his voice pitching at the end. Tears stinging his eyes, but he smiled. "She looked fairly close to the picture." Hiccup said as he brushed his fingers over the locket at his throat.

"That's beautiful." Grandmamma said, her voice slicing through the moment, soft yet intruding enough to turn his attention away from his thoughts.

He dropped his hand from the necklace with a flutter, and shot Grandmamma a look of irritation. He was still fairly upset with her. He continued on, "She told me to remember who I really was, and she then," he pauses. Stoick and Gobber lean in and Hiccup looks up, straight to Stoick. "She gave me this."

Hiccup brought his shaking hand up and over the table, the purple ribbon draped across his palm. Stoick eyed the ribbon with such intensity, and this as the first time Hiccup had actually watched the blood drain from his face, turning him relatively pale. He reaches out, and Hiccup meets him halfway, knowing he wouldn't have managed to reach even the small expanse of the table.

He takes the ribbon and brushes his thumb across the seam. "Where did you get this?" he breathes.

"I don't know." Hiccup replies. "I just woke up and it was found in my hand."

Stoick stares down at it, his eyes watering.

"Is it possible you were sleep walking?" Gobber asks softly.

Hiccup looks to him and answers with a slow indiscriminate shake of his head. "I would have to know where they were to find them."

"Besides, it wasn't you." Grandmamma interrupts.

Stoick hands back Hiccup the violet ribbon and Hiccup takes it delicately. He folds it and stuffs it in his pocket.

As the conversation dwells on, Stoick is agitated to know that Hadrian has somehow found a way to re-enter the real world. Hiccup explains that while his visit with Astrid leaves less than to be desired, it would seem that they for once share a common enemy. Then he explains about the night of the fog that attacked him and how it practically sucked out Snotlout's essence.

All the dreams trailed back to the previous night, where Grandmamma had fled after revealing Jolene's possible true name.

"Which brings me to my point." She says. "I need to show you all something."

Hiccup watched as Grandmamma threw open the flap on the bag, pulled forth a large green book, and laid it gently on the table.

Gold foil glinted on the cover and spine, revealing floral motifs and elegant lettering. The book's yellowing block of pages looked almost too thick for its own binding. Curious, Hiccup edged closer to Grandmamma. _A Guide to Jewish Magic, Myth, and Mysticism_ the embellished title read. The subject of the matter sent a worming sensation through Hiccup's lower stomach. It made him wonder – and dread – how the information contained in the book connected to what Grandmamma knew.

Grandmamma didn't wait for him to start asking questions, though. Opening the behemoth volume, she began flipping thorough whole sections at a time, as though searching for a name. The chunks of pages slapped against one another until finally, Grandmamma stopped the page she halted on depicted a single letter, a large and elaborate _L_. Hiccup's gaze followed the path of Grandmamma spindly fingers as they slipped to the top right-hand corner of the book, hooking the thin, almost filmy paper. This time, she turned each separate sheet slowly, the pages whispering against on another as they lifted and settled into place once more.

As Grandmamma leafed through, Hiccup caught glimpses of strange symbols and squiggly character – probably Hebrew – interspersed between long sections of English text.

Hiccup shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He fiddled with the cuffs of his sleeves, then folded his arms, waiting and yet somehow _knowing_ what had to be coming.

Grandmamma continued to turn page after page, past engravings and artist's renderings of scroll, past detailed diagrams depicting interlaced wheels and six-pointed stars, past human figures cloaked in robes and draped in scarves – until she turned one final page.

An intricate engraving of a beautiful woman unfolded itself, the artwork filling the entire left-hand side of the book.

The image sent a shock wave through Hiccup.

Black hair coiled around the woman's head in thick snakelike tendrils, intertwining with the length of her arms. It twisted upward, too, writing through the air above her as though caught in a gale. Her white hands clutched and pulled at the swaths of gauzy fabric straining to tear herself free from coils of cobwebs.

The lacelike curl of her lashes lay folded down, fringing closed lids, creating spidery shadows against her cheeks.

Innately, Hiccup knew the woman couldn't be sleeping. Her expression seemed too intent and aware, as though she was gazing far into the future.

At the woman's feet, ghouls converged, a mess of sharp tangled limbs and withered frames, of gaping hollow skull faces and howling mouths filed with serrated teeth. Even though they weren't an accurate rendering of Hadrian of Scrimshaw, Hiccup had no doubt that was who the wasted creatures were meant to depict.

In the background of the etching, the craggy branches of pencil-thin trees poked out from a decorative border that framed the picture. The hunched forms of inkblot birds dotted their knotted boughs.

"Soooo," he heard Grandmamma say, "I'd ask if this was ringing any bells, but by the look on your face, I can practically hear them myself."

Hiccup offered no response.

How was this possible? Here before him was the same woman Hiccup had encountered, face-to-face, in the dreamworld. The only thing missing was the silver rim of light that had surrounded her, like the ebbing glow that haloed the winter moon.

Staring straight down into the open book, Hiccup let his eyes shift to the text that filled the opposite page, right below the title, which read "LILITH" in swirling capital letter.

He shook his head as he sank to his seat, closer still to the book, and stared hard at the writing, waiting for his brain to remember how to read.

He could see the words, identify them as _being_ words, but for someone, he couldn't seem to concentrate enough to decide their message. He was too distracted, too swept up in a nebulous world of flashing images and floating memories.

Only one word swam into his focus long enough for him to register its meaning.

_Demon_.

"Now you know why I left," Grandmamma said softly.

Even through his confusion, Hiccup could still detect the residue of guilt in Grandmamma's words. If their roles had been reversed, if he had known these things that Grandmamma had, that she was involved with something beyond a vengeful spirit or malevolent ghost, Hiccup had to wonder if he would have acted any different.

Against his will, his eyes insisted on shifting back to the engraving.

"What does it mean?" Hiccup asked.

There was a pause, and then a quiet shifting of fabric as Grandmamma adjusted her seated position next to Hiccup. As she settled, bracelets tinkling, she began to read aloud from the book. Hiccup turned his ears to the sound of Grandmamma's voice, though his eyes remained fixed on the etching.

"'Lilith, also known as _Li-li_, _Lila_, or _Lilitu_, is one of the oldest recorded demons in existence,'" Grandmamma read, the tone in her voice suggesting that she wasn't relating anything she didn't already know. "'References to Lilith date as far back as antiquity, and she makes her appearance in a multitude of cultures, eras, and regions, including the Highlands, Greenland, and Iceland. In modern times, she is revered by some occult circles as a goddess. Translated literally, her name means "night."'"

Fine threads of ink curled upward and chased one another downward, spreading their way across the page like veins infused with black poison. They connected and layered with one another, intertwining and weaving in and out to depict the curve of a delicate wrist, or to convey the motion of wind through the swells of gossamer veils.

"'She is the harbinger of nightmares as well as death, destruction, and insanity. Said to reign in an alternate dimension, a bleak and desertlike twilight version of reality, Lilith has long been hailed as the queen of mental darkness.'"

With the utterance of these words, Hiccup's thoughts flashed to the dream, where he watched himself destroy the village. Sorrow crept over his fear as he remembered the way he had stared at himself. Eyes devoid of both light and hope. The way he watched himself stare at his father, it seemed he didn't believe he was real. In that moment, the Hiccup he stared at, had seemed hollow, so utterly lost. Consumed.

"'In some traditions, Lilith is considered to be a succubus, who enters the dreams of young men, seducing or otherwise influencing them.'"

Drawing a shaky breath, Hiccup forced his eyes shut. But the image from the book remained, drifting forward in lines of glowing white, highlighted against the black backdrop of his eyelids.

Doing his best to ignore the image of Lilith, he attempted to call to his memory the exact words Hadrian had used to describe Jolene/Lilith.

Despite his efforts, only one sure word surfaced through the jumble. _Need_.

Hiccup's expression hardened, he opened his eyes, realizing for the first time just how well this demon had chosen her target.

"'Lilith can take many forms, such as a bright, starlike light or a white owl,'" Grandmamma continued. "'Most often, however, she assumes the figure of a snow-skinned woman cloaked in white with large onyx eyes. Those who have seen her describe her as a possessing a strange and unearthly beauty, characterized in particular by masses of thick ebony hair.'"

As Grandmamma read on, Hiccup soaked up each new bit of information and began to piece them together with all the events that had led to this moment. The ten-point star. Snotlout's sudden drain in youth. Jolene's repeated visitors. Like jolts of electric current, his thoughts raced ahead of him to make one connection after another until his mind became an electric conduction of linking sequences.

This creature had _stalked_ him before entering his dreams. She had watched him and waited for just the right moment. And then she lured him into her world, making him an offer he could not refuse – an escape hatch into a realm that, to him, must have been beautiful to him.

Through deception and seduction, Lilith had found a way to access that hollow part of him that yearned for connection. Like black oil, she had poured herself in, filling his mind, his heart, and eventually his dreams. Dreams that had not only given her strength, but had opened a gate to this world.

But there was something that was left unsaid that buzzed in Hiccup's mind like an angry bee. It was something in that horrid lullaby Scrimshaw had sang last night.

"_Guileless son, your spirit will hate her,_

_The flower who married my brother the traitor._

_And you will expose, Her puppeteer behavior_

_For you are the proof, Of how he betrayed her Loyalty."_

Spirit will hate. Brother the traitor. Jolene's puppeteer behavior. Proof.

The words seemed to connect all on their own. But was it possible?

Could Jolene had targeted Hadrian first, being he's connected to Hiccup? Used him as a power source, until she found out about Hiccup and used Hadrian to get to him. That would explain the 'married' portion, along with him being a traitor. Hiccup pieced together the story in his head.

Jolene craves essence. So she targeted Hadrian until she found out about their connection. Then she left him behind and went after Hiccup. Hadrian, feeling betrayed, had somehow escaped to warn Hiccup about Jolene's deception. Now that Hiccup knows what's going on, he's literally living proof of how Hadrian had betrayed Jolene.

And in turn, he has now become a prisoner to his love.

In short, she had exploited that very characteristic of Hiccup and Hadrian's that so many chose to judge them by.

Aloneness.

The word drew Hiccup's thoughts away from Grandmamma's voice and back to how Hadrian never had any real friends. It made Hiccup realize how Lilith must have squeezed her way into a similar chink in his own heart. Now Hiccup thought he finally understood why Hadrian had gravitated toward Outcast Island. In the cracks of their village and the lights of their lives Hadrian had discovered a light much like his own. Hadrian had been able to draw parallels between them. He had found a kindred spirit.

Well there's a plot twist.

"_You're not like the others"_

Hiccup tilted his head as the words floated through his mind, drowning out his own thoughts as well as Grandmamma's voice as she continued to read aloud.

It was what Lilith had said to Hiccup that night he had invited her to his house, or rather she showed up and asked to talk.

"_You're special, even in regard to those who have come before you."_

Hiccup felt his skin prickle as the voice spoke within his head again. The sound of it, crisp and resonant, as merciless as it was melodious, electrified the hairs on the back of his neck. A crawling sensation of being watched stole over him. He frowned as Grandmamma's voice began to fade, ebbing away into a distant murmur, replaced by a faint ringing noise.

His focused snapped to the etching.

The woman's veils – they moved.

Hiccup felt the blood drain from his face. He went still as, line by line, the etching began to animate itself. And yet he knew Grandmamma wasn't seeing any of it because she just kept reading, her voice a dim murmur to Hiccup's right. Hiccup blinked deliberately once, then twice at the etching. But now the branches seemed to be moving too. Like clawed hands, they scraped and scratched soundlessly at the age. All the while, the ringing in his ear grew, loud enough to drown out Grandmamma's voice entirely before converging into a multitude of unintelligible whispers. Whispers that seemed to be coming from the entanglement of hollow-faced creatures surrounding the swathed figure of Lilith. Like a knot of interlacing serpents, they began to writhe, their skeletal limbs snagging in the tattered scraps of fluttering white veils.

Then the woman's eyes snapped open.

Two black pits bore into Hiccup, causing his breath to catch in his throat.

The woman's lips parted. Her mouth opened wide, allowing a rushing sound to issue forth, like a kissing surge of wind through autumn trees. It grew louder as tendrils of ebony hair danced and whipped across the page like black smoke. In one great _whoosh_, the birds in the background of the image took flight from their perches.

The rasp of their hoarse caws and the flap of wings joined with the hissing whispers until it all rose into a hellish cacophony, converging with the woman's glass-shattering scream.

Hiccup fumbled for the book, knocking Grandmamma aside in her effort to grab it and slam it shut. But it was heavier than he'd expected, and it slid from his hands, tumbling between them. Its spine cracked when it met with the floor, and then it fell flat against the wood with a thud, still open. Hiccup scrambled backward, away from the book, and crashed into the chair, knocking them both to the floor with a _thump_. He clapped his hands over his hears but couldn't block out the monstrous screech emanating from the book.

In the corner of his vision, he could see Stoick shouting at him.

Then everyone froze, all of them staring at the book as it began to move on its own. One heavy half tipped itself upward, as though pulled by magnetic force. It fell onto the other half with a sharp slam, squelching the piercing shriek at last.

An entire minute passed before anyone of them made a move.

"What . . . just happened?" Gobber asked in a small voice while Hiccup removed quaking hands from his ears.

"It moved," Hiccup said. "The picture. Did . . . did you see it?"

"I saw the book . . . move," Stoick said. Then there was silence between them again, enough that hiccup could hear Stoick swallow before he added. "Just now."

"You didn't hear the . . . ?" But Hiccup didn't bother finishing his question. It was already clear that none of them hadn't seen or heard what he had.

Hiccup tried to steady himself, willing the thundering of his pulse to slow, willing his nerves to steady themselves and his increasingly tenuous grasp on reality to return.

_Reality_. The thought of what that word caused him to utter a short, sharp laugh because, by now, it had begun to lose it meaning.

Hiccup felt Stoick's eyes on him, and turning his head, found himself caught in the beam of Stoick's widest, most fearful stare.

It made Hiccup want to laugh again, because it only went to show how much he really was on his own. Even if Stoick wanted to help him, how could he? How could anyone when they couldn't even _see_ the things that he could?

Still, the moment with the book made him wonder.

If Lilith, or Jolene, already had what she wanted, if she had Hiccup's sanity, and Hadrian locked within her world, then why show herself here and now?

Because, Hiccup thought, she must known that Hadrian had found a way to reach him, to communicate. She must known he'd visited him in a dream.

Hiccup felt himself beginning to smile, while within his chest, a warm spark of courage ignited like a fire. It brought with it a flash of clarity: Despite everything, he was still a threat.

"Hiccup," Gobber said, "I'm not liking that look on your face right now. It's giving me the willies."

"Great now how am I supposed to take that thing home with me now?" Grandmamma adds.

Feeling calm for the first time in what felt like a decade, Hiccup drew himself slowly to his feet. He went over to the book and, stooping, scooped it from the floor. It didn't feel as heavy as it had before. He tipped it into one hand and passed the fingers of his other hand along the spine probing for any cracks or breaks. He felt everyone watching him as he went to the table and slid the book back into the back messenger bag.

"Sorry I let it drop," Hiccup said. "From what I can tell I think it's okay."

"What we're wondering," Stoick said. "is if _you're_ okay."

"I'm fine. Especially now that I understand what it is I'm dealing with."

"Whoa, whoa, whoa." Lifting his arms above his head, Gobber knocked his wrists together as though he were calling a foul. "Back it up there, boy. I think this is all getting a little thick up in that smart head of yours. What we're 'dealing with'" – Gobber paused long enough to insert air quotes, his fingers hooking like raptor claws – "is actually more likely the one doing the dealing. With _us_. And don't get me started on your usage of the word 'understand.'" Again with the raptor quotes. "What I need for you to understand is that there is no understanding. We're a pair of windup toys to this thing. Do you hear me? As if that wasn't painfully obvious from whatever weirdness it was that just-"

"It doesn't matter," Hiccup said, cutting her off. "It doesn't change anything."

"Uh, on the contrary, _demons_ can change a lot of things," Grandmamma said. She raised one hand, ticking off fingers. "Let's see, their _shapes_, for example. Minds. They can change their minds. Other people's minds, in some cases." She gestured to the book in the messenger bag. "Inanimate objects, apparently. Oh, not to mention they can change _you_. Into somebody dead."

"What I meant is that it doesn't change the fact that I still have to fight this thing."

"Don't you get it?" Grandmamma said. "What do you think I've been trying to tell you this whole time? You _can't_ fight it! Hiccup, this creature, this entity . . ." Her hands grasped and wrung the air in front of her, the right words evading her at every pass.

Hiccup turned away and started pacing the floor, thinking.

If only he could remember the dream with his mother. If only he could recall more of the details. Why had it seemed so real when it was happening and so amorphous now?

"Are you listening to me?" Grandmamma said. "I'm telling you that what's happening here is bigger than you or me or Stoick or Gobber or any of this put together. If you saw something just now, which I know you did, then that means it's trying to get to you. That means it _can_ get to you. It's already put its spell on you. You'll always be drawn to her no matter what. She's already gotten you! Hiccup are you hearing me when I say she can _kill_ you?"

"So could Alvin." Hiccup suddenly interrupts. Not breaking his gaze from the floor.

"That's not the point! I'm trying to dial through that stubborn brain of yours. We're talking about a _demon_ here. Believe me, you can't fight it with force and expect to win!"

Hiccup stopped pacing. He wheeled on Grandmamma.

"So is this why you came back?" he asked. "To try and get me to back down? To tell me to forfeit before I even try? That I shouldn't fight back?!"

"Honestly?" she said. "If I thought it would do any good, I might try."

Hiccup gaped at her. "How can you even say that? Especially when she could be even more dangerous if she _does_ get my powers?! Weren't you the one who cornered me and told me I needed to do something?!"

"I never said we shouldn't _do_ something," Grandmamma said, anger building in her voice. "I just don't know if going to face her is the _right_ something."

"Hiccup," Stoick interjects. "If this costs you your life, I don't want you doing this alone."

"What else is there? How else am I supposed to beat this thing?" he turns to Grandmamma. "Did you happen to bring a book with you that answers that question?"

"No!" Throwing up her arms, Grandmamma plopped down on her seat. Bracing one hand at her brow.

"Look, Hiccup." Stoick said. "I'm sorry. We're. . . I'm not too keen on the prospect of attending my son's funeral. It's just that I know you don't understand what this all really means."

"And that's why I came here to today." Grandmamma interjects. "So you'd have some idea of what you were walking into. You want stop this thing. You'll do what it takes. I get that. I do. But there's something you should consider about why this all happened in the first place."

She paused before continuing and drew in a slow breath, her hands knotting in her lap.

"Demons . . . they don't just waltz into your life and take over for no reason," she said, her voice going soft again. "They might knock on the door, but ultimately, you have to be the one to invite them in."

Hiccup sent her a questioning sidelong glare. "What are you saying?" he asked. "That I brought this on myself? Grandmamma, she _lured_ me! The book says that! You read it yourself!"

"I don't think it's a secret to anyone that you opened the door when it knocked. There's no denying that you went seeking her out in return. You said yourself that you thought she was beautiful. No matter how conscious you are, you're still under her control. All it takes is a single glacne."

Hiccup pursed his lips. Unable to counter the accusation, he folded his arms and turned from Grandmamma, then made his way to the fireplace, where he stared at the burning embers and small flickers. He could've sworn the flames grew brighter as he approached them, feeling his anger.

"Look, Hiccup," he heard his father say. "I know it's not something you want to hear, but somebody has to say it. Some part of you wanted this to happen. To just disappear and leave all your troubles behind in the troubled world where it belongs."

Hiccup's gaze narrowed, his eyes following the glowing fissure trailing across one log. He turns and looks to the skylight above his bed, his eyes following a large crow as it swooped down from a neighbor's roof. Rounding the oak in the view of the skylight, it flittered to perch on one of the snow-dusted branches, only a short distance from a second, larger crow he hadn't noticed until now. He hugged himself tighter as they cawed at each other, the fathers around their necks bristling.

"There's one more thing you need to know," Grandmamma said.

Hiccup remained quiet, torn between wanting Grandmamma to continue and wishing the bombardment would cease.

"I already told you about the hamsa right?"

Outside, the smaller of the two birds took off, dive bombing the larger, who swooped out of the way just in time Then they flew off together, one chasing after the other, their squawking echoing through the neighborhood.

"The hamsa." Hiccup repeated. Lifting a hand to his collar. He brushed the silver metal of the charm, which had grown warm against his skin. "For protection right?"

"Yes, so don't take it off."

Hiccup's fingers left the charm. He walked away from the fire and plopped on the floor where Toothless came up and nuzzled his cheek.

"Well, there's a reason, why I gave it to you besides the holiday." Grandmamma said as she rifled through an outer pocket of her messenger bag. "I saw your mother last night."

Like striking a flint in the dark, this snapped everyone's attention to her, but she seemed unfazed.

"I saw her last night she told me to give it to you. She said, 'Make sure you protect my boy!'" she mimicked with an authoritative finger, like she was motioning to a child who did a wrong doing.

Hiccup almost wanted to crack a smile sine it did mimic something a mother would do to correct a misbehaving child.

"The whole time, the two of us were just wandering around this mazelike garden, all enclosed and made up of tunnels covered in roses."

Hiccup looked to her in curiosity, eyes narrowing.

"A rose garden," Grandmamma said, and removed a white sheet of a paper form her bag. "Sort of like a network of rooms and tunnels covered in roses, all of them red. That's the only way I know how to describe it."

Images of a dome shaped room surrounded by roses flashed through Hiccup's mind, even though he'd never heard of such a place. He could even picture a screen of falling petals, the velvety slips of red tumbling between him.

"At first, we were alone. But then I saw someone moving through the garden. When he passed by one of the archways, he stopped to look in our direction, like he was surprised to see us there. And then I woke up. But not before I realized who it was." Grandmamma stood.

_Hadrian_, Hiccup thought. Not only had Grandmamma dreamed about a strange new place, possibly Jolene's hideout, she'd seen Hadrian there too. That would explain why wasn't there at Hiccup's house, and Scrimshaw was instead.

"Hadrian?" Hiccup asked in a whisper.

Grandmamma nodded. "Yep. It was him."


	12. Chapter 12

That afternoon, Gobber had excused Hiccup for half of combat practice. The dragons had worked together to melt the snow that didn't land on the metal bars, casting the Academy in an ill-painted crisscross pattern. He sat on the sidelines, hugging his knees to his chest as he watched Gobber swing a flail in a demo. Hiccup still convinced Gobber think sit means demolish, instead of demonstration. Despite his desperate itching to get a hand on a weapon, Hiccup knew with his distracted mind, he wouldn't be able to stay engaged long enough.

So instead, he sat along the side, watching the others. But something kept nagging at him to do _something_. To help him think, and yet he couldn't fight. He couldn't risk it.

Hiccup pushes himself to his feet, trying to think. Suddenly he remembers, his brief, and failed attempt back at the Cove. Looking out across the arena, he had plenty of room along the sides where he was. Heather was watching observantly at the combat practice.

Hiccup took a deep breath and broke forward into a sprint. Hiccup lifted his arms. Bending forward, using his gained momentum, he launched into a dive cartwheel. The world blurred, and Hiccup closed his eyes as he clicked for the next move. He became weightless for a second. When his feet slammed the ground, he pushed off into a back handspring, then automatically swiveling into an Arabian dive roll, extending out his arms. He then held this position, breathing out through his mouth, trying not to focus on the upside down world, and pushed to a neck kip to stand. With his arms still raised, he looks to Heather whose taken notice.

Without thinking, Hiccup then rolls back into a straight arm back extensions roll, and holds into a handstand. Swinging his feet down, he feel the ground and raises to a standing position. These were simple, but he needed something faster to get his mind racing.

He looked ahead and sprinted again, this time, he pushed off his feet into a dive roll, and when his feet hit the ground he catapulted into a fly spring. The world blurred into a kaleidoscope of colors as he flipped once, twice, three times before ending the route with a back handspring, his feet landing firmly on the ground.

Wanting to try to complete the pass from before, Hiccup works up the courage and readies himself for the embarrassment that was bound to come.

He broke forward into a sprint. Hiccup lifted his arms. Bending forward, using his gained momentum, he launched in a round-off. Catapulting into a midair Arabian, knees tucked in, he became weightless. Then, bam, his feet met the bare ground. A millisecond later and he'd completed the second round-off, pulled through the hands-free whip, and finished the back handspring, air whistling in his ears.

His feet slammed the ground and he pushed off for the last time, hard as he could.

The air greeted him, holding him like a stray leaf in its nonexistent grasp as he twisted once, twice. Then, bam, his feet met the bare ground, ankles jarring from the impact on the hand, cushion-free surface. Gasps of astonishment filled the arena, and Hiccup looked to the young Vikings and Gobber as they stare at him with shocked faces, almost mimicking the way they stared at him when he drew a Zippleback back into its cage using an eel. Hiccup laughed. While the pass didn't help in organizing his thoughts, at least it took his mind off it.

"Where did you learn that?" Fishlegs asked.

Hiccup felt his cheeks warm as he scratched his head. "Uh, I've just been practicing."

"Where? How?" Snotlout hammers, obvious jealousy on his face.

"I just, needed something to help me think." Hiccup said.

"Well Hiccup since you seem, rather itchy, would you be up for a little sword fighting?" Gobber asks, a sly smile.

Hiccup returns the smile as Gobber tosses him a Gronckle iron sword. Hiccup, at the last minute, grabs his ornate shield and slings it over his back. He then readied his sword, raising the blade toward Gobber as he struck his own fight stance. Everyone else cleared the arena floor, and Fishlegs stood in the middle of Hiccup and Gobber.

"Begin!" Fishlegs shouted.

Hiccup lunged at Gobber and knocked his sword aside with his own.

Gobber's arm followed the movement of the blade, letting Hiccup know he'd allowed him to make the connection. Hiccup didn't doubt it.

Backing away from Hiccup, crossing one leg behind the other, Gobber let Hiccup swipe at him again, then easily deflected his advance. Hiccup lunged again and again, and each time, Gobber sent his blade aside with his own.

The fuse of fury Gobber had lit within Hiccup grew shorter and shorter with each or his rebounded attacks. He was making fun of Hiccup. He was doing this on purpose to mock him, trying to make him feel weak and stupid.

Well, he wasn't. He had made it this far, hadn't he?

Hiccup continued his onslaught, but Gobber repelled his blows one after the other, and their swords continued to clank and clack as they wound their way around the arena.

Gobber had yet to attack Hiccup in return, but Hiccup knew better than to think it wasn't coming.

Already losing his breath, Hiccup paused and scampered out of the weapon's reach.

Over his shoulder, he caught sight of Snotlout snickering next to Fishlegs who watched with intent eyes. When Hiccup's eyes returned to Gobber, though, it was too late to sidestep or use his sword to divert the swing of Gobber's own cutlass, the tip of which caught Hiccup's left shoulder, splitting the skin there in a deep gash.

Hiccup hissed, the searing pain of the wound too sharp to elicit a scream.

He raised his free hand to the gash, his fingers coming away scarlet with his blood.

"Hiccup!" He heard Heather cry.

Hiccup looked to Gobber, stunned, but he only flicked his eyebrows, and Hiccup figured this had to be another one of his tough 'Learning on the Job' lessons.

"Your distractions cost you," Gobber said.

Hiccup gritted his teeth and, charging forward, swiped at Gobber again. He skittered back, arms spread wide as he narrowly avoided Hiccup's strike, which slashed across his midsection, slicing a horizontal slit in his tunic.

They paused to look at each other, their eyes meeting in mirrored expressions of shock.

"Again." Gobber said, and moved on Hiccup slashing this way and that, slinging blow after blow, forcing Hiccup back from him and toward the front entrance.

Hiccup met each of his strokes with a block and a parry, his body moving before he could tell it when or where.

Sword fighting. He was actually _sword fighting_.

The unexplained ability, now seemingly inherent, reminded Hiccup of how he had tried to do the pass back at the Cove. _Could this be another dream?_ He landed the pass, and now he was sword fighting against Gobber, and he was doing it well. Hiccup had always thought it was something Hadrian had possessed, and that the skill was lost once they had separated.

But now it was back, and entirely his own.

Hiccup raised his sword and rushed Gobber, the heat of his own blood searing his free arm as it ran down to his wrist, where he could feel it soaking into his palm. Gobber blocked him, but Hiccup whirled, slashing low and quick to nick Gobber's leg, tearing at the fabric of his pants just over the knee.

Blood pooled under the garments, but it wasn't as deep as Hiccup's. He didn't intend for it to be. What was more rewarding was the look of surprise and momentary confusion that came over his stoic face. For once Hiccup had actually cracked his fortitude and had elicited a response. Flashing a dark smile, Hiccup went after him again. Once more, their swords traded back and forth, clanking loudly, and this time, _Hiccup_ was the one forcing _Gobber_ back, driving him through the center of the arena.

Snotlout had long stopped his snickering, and Astrid, Fishlegs and Heather stared at him in astonishment.

They spared back and forth, and when Gobber tried to go for a slice at Hiccup's calf, Hiccup skipped out of the way, then whipping his blade over Gobber's, pinned the tip with his foot, slapping Gobber's sword to the floor. Gobber tried to writhe it free, and then suddenly he head-butted Hiccup, sending Hiccup stumbling back, losing the grip on his hilt. As Hiccup refocused his vision, he caught Gobber in time launching for a slaughter. Hiccup quickly reached back and brought forth his ornate shield. He heard the metal clang and he immediately pushed off, whipping the shield around his head to whack Gobber in the jaw.

As Gobber sprawled across the concrete, Hiccup didn't waste time to rush over him, placing his foot at Gobber's throat. As Gobber blinked his eyes open, he came face-to-face with Hiccup pointing an arrow at his nose, his shield converged into a crossbow.

Gobber finally breathes a sigh of pleasure, and says. "Well done Hiccup."

Hiccup, breathless, smiles at Gobber before retracting his arrow.

The kids on the side applaud in amazement. Hiccup converged the shield back to normal and slung it over his shoulder. "Hiccup that was amazing!" Astrid says.

"I never knew you could fight like that." Fishlegs said as he approached.

"Thanks." Hiccup said, his cheeks s alight shade of pink, thankfully he blamed it on the cold and the exercise.

As Gobber ended the session with some last-minute advice, Hiccup's gaze trailed along the snow coated bars of the dome Academy. He stopped when he saw something unusual. A black shadow move don one of the bars, and Hiccup registered the silhouette of one huge black bird. It made no sound, though it seemed to watch him from its perch. Hiccup did a double take back to the huddle of people, and once he saw their attention was diverted, Hiccup crept his way closer to the bird. It finally broke its silence with a caw, the sound falling harsh on Hiccup's ears, rasping and raw Hiccup was spooked, but he didn't turn away, he gazed at it, and when it cocked its head to the side, Hiccup swallowed.

Its eyes were a concentration of pale jade.

It cawed again and then flew off the bars and in the direction that led to the woods. A surge of panic sparking in Hiccup's chest, he turned and still found everyone oblivious.

"Uh, Gobber," Hiccup interrupted. "I . . . uh, I need to go. So I'll catch up with you guys later."

Before Hiccup waited for a response, he spun on his heels and ran out of the Academy. His breath puffs in mist clouds. Toothless nudges his arm, and Hiccup automatically hops aboard the two take off and follow the black bird to the woods. It hovered above the tree line the suddenly dove downward. Hiccup and Toothless pause, then Hiccup sees the shadow zip through the trees and the two dive and hover a few feet off the ground as they glide through the trees.

Hiccup knew they were going deeper in, but if the bird was who he thought it was, he understood why. Hiccup had dressed in layers, but the stinging air still managed to singe his lungs each time he took a breath. The fur-lined hood he wore, pulled over his ears, protected his head from the cold, though his cheeks burned from the sharp wind that had pressed against him the whole way, almost like an invisible force trying to hold him back.

Hiccup clutched the handles on the saddle as he drew nearer to the solemn gathering of trees. Even though he had not planned to, as soon as an old fountain came into view, Hiccup swung one leg over and pressed a toe to the pavement, stopping Toothless.

The bird had led them to an abandoned neighborhood. Towering homes stood on either side, facing one another like dance partners preparing to waltz. This was just like the dream Hiccup had, where he found the mist, Jolene. The houses themselves were incredible, each practically a castle in its own right, their facades done up in decorative brickwork and tiling, their fronts accented with small porches, porticos, and verandahs, the perimeters of which were set by carved pillars. Some of the homes had balconies, while other had rounded turrets with pointed rooftops. As they passed one grey-toned fortress of a home built completely of stone, Hiccup thought he could make out tiny faces set into the façade, their mouths open in an O shape, their eyebrows angled down in fearsome scowls.

Hiccup focused on one of the stone faces, which struck him as being different from the rest. While this one shared the stern and foreboding expression of his comrades, his eyes, large and almond-shaped, seemed to convey more of a silent dare than award-away glower. And where the other faces had leafy beards, gaping mouths, and distorted features, this face bore a smooth and almost human look.

A heavy wind rushed by, causing then leafy heads of enormous, ancient looking trees to swish back and forth. The sun poked through the clouds, lighting the very center of the court where a huge fountain stood. No water poured from the enormous green basin, and the elevated base was surrounded by graceful swans and solemn-faced shrubs.

At the very top of the fountain, a statue of a voluptuous nude woman looked down on them as they passed. She held a swath of fabric that clung to the lower half of her body and appeared to billow out behind her in a suspended arc.

He stared up at the house. It had three levels, the topmost of which he thought might be an attic. The roof met in the peak there, with a little subroof sticking out from underneath the first framing a rectangular, three-paneled window crosshatched by white Xs.

A small concrete porch led up to the front door, shaded by a simple verandah, which was itself supported by a row of painted white pillars. The front door, done in an opaque gold stained-glass design, shimmered a satiny dim yellow in the late afternoon sunlight.

Hiccup and Toothless walked to the curb that surrounded the fountain and, gently he patted Toothless, then strode across the brief strip of grass all the way up to the ornate grill work railing that separated the dry concrete reservoir from the frozen turf. Wrapping his already numb hands around the painted metal, Hiccup peered up at the fountain. The leaf-and-scroll-flourished underside of the shallow and empty, goblet-shaped basin.

Hiccup glanced to his left and then to his right.

His grip on the railing tightened, and with a winking sensation, as though he were standing in quicksand and not on solid ground, he began to wonder why he'd come. What had he been hoping for? That he would appear before him.

Maybe, he thought, he'd been holding on to the distant hope that he would be able to find his dreamworld counterpart.

There was nothing though.

Instead the entire street felt hollow, drained of the timeless beauty it had possessed centuries ago.

Hiccup looked back at the fountain.

Curly-haired cherubs frolicked beneath the basin in a captured moment of abandon. Though the figures might have seemed playful in the daylight, something about the mix of shadows and stark light cast on their small faces through the trees made them appear more mischievous than free-spirited, more impish than gleeful.

The large swans that reveled with them, rearing back with wings outspread, looked somehow frantic.

Blocked by the wide bowl of the basin, the light could not reach the sultry figure of the nude woman who stood at the very top of the fountain, her veil billowing out behind her. She remained swathed in shadow, a silhouette that belonged to the night.

His gaze locked on the woman's face, featureless in the dark. Behind he could see the faces in stone.

"They're called 'greenmen,'"

Hiccup halted. Toothless snarled. That voice . . .

"They're a type of goblin or gargoyle. Protectors."

Slowly he turned his head, glancing toward the fountain. Hiccup abandoned Toothless and made his way around its circumference in quick strides, stopping when he found him.

He sat with his back pressed to the fountain's base, just below one of the unfurling swans. To his right, one of the bronze cherubs seemed to lean toward him with cautious interest.

The buckles of his tight straightjacket-style coat were open, exposing a portion of his alabaster chest. Right where his heart should have been, Hiccup saw an open crater the size of a softball.

Next to him sat a pile of what at first glance looked like a collection of small rocks. That was when Hiccup realized they weren't rocks at all but shards, broken bits of what he could only assume was as porcelain.

Hiccup did his best to keep his face free of expression as he lifted one of the shards between the claws of his finger and thumb. He held the shard up to the light and studied it like a jeweler would a diamond. He held it against his chest, like he was trying to determine where a puzzle piece might best fit. Then carefully fitting the sliver into the gaping black cavity, Hiccup heard the piece attract with a quiet _tink_.

With horror, Hiccup realized what he was doing.

He was piecing himself together. Was that even possible?

"They're supposed to ward away evil." Hadrian said, selecting yet another shard without glancing up from his task.

Though it was a gruesome thing to witness Hadrian piecing together the gaping black hole in his chest, Hiccup couldn't seem to bring himself to look away. He also couldn't help but wonder how he'd acquired the damage, but he knew better than to ask.

"If that's true how are you here?" Hiccup, joked. The sides of his mouth twitched, trying to smile, but Hadrian's blank face made him regret it. Hadrian just fixed another chalk-white piece into the shrinking crater in his chest.

"Happy Snoggletog." Hadrian said, the words blank and hollow as himself.

Toothless walked up to the railing and cooed.

"So . . . , why did you bring me here?" Hiccup asked, doubting the demon would give him a straight answer.

"I figured since I as allowed into _your_ home," he said, glancing up for the first time, his jade-green eyes locking with Hiccup's. "I'd invite you to mine."

Hiccup's jaw tightened. He pinched his lips together, not allowing himself to speak until he could trust himself not to say something that might provoke him.

"You mean, _this_ is your home?" Hiccup asked, curiosity tingling his spine.

Hadrian picked up another shard, and held it in front of him toward Hiccup. Blocking out one eye, he smiled a jagged grin. "A _piece _of it."

Hiccup's mouth twisted with unease and frustration. When it came to dealing with Hadrian, he'd learned that whenever possible, no reaction was the best reaction.

"Answer as best as you can for me," Hiccup suddenly blurted. "Did you aid Jolene in invading my thoughts?"

Hadrian remained silent, rooting through the remaining shards with one claw.

Hiccup swallowed. "Hadrian. Answer me." He demanded.

"The ungodly beauty," Hadrian said. "The hidden one you'll soon leave in search of. She invited herself in, you know. She has the power to take what she wants. And go where she pleases. Power she should not possess."

Hiccup felt his scalp prickle and the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stand at attention. But it wasn't the chill in the air that was making his skin crawl.

His thoughts jumbled in his head like a scribbling charcoal pen as he tried to comprehend how Hadrian knew about his plan to go and confront Jolene. Then, all at once, it dawned on him.

"The birds," Hiccup said. "This morning. You were spying."

"On the contrary, Hiccup" he said, his tone infuriatingly calm as he fit one final fragment into position, wincing as it snapped into place. "I was merely waiting for you to notice me. After all, you called to me."

Hiccup felt his cheeks warm as he flashed back to the night when he practically begged Hadrian to help him. Hiccup mentally slapped himself in the face for looking so pathetic. No doubt it gave the demon a laugh.

Grabbing one of the loose straps on his coat, Hadrian threaded it through the corresponding buckle with practiced ease and pulled, cinching the thin black material back over his chest. He did so again with the topmost buckle, once more concealing the spiderweb patch of hairline cracks. Then he stood, unfurling himself limb by spindly limb from the base of the fountain.

Hiccup stumbled backward, away from the railing, nearly tripping over his feet.

He hated feeling this defenseless against him. It was true Hiccup could wound him if he got lucky. And he had Toothless, who was unusually calm around Hadrian. But what could Hiccup possibly to do him, when clearly they both knew he was the one with all the answers?

"You didn't answer my question." Hiccup stuttered. "Did I invite Jolene, or did you help her?"

Hiccup watched Hadrian as he stepped toward him slowly, gracefully, and it occurred to him that he was moving that way on purpose, as though making a conscious effort not to alarm him. The hilarity of that thought might have caused Hiccup to laugh if he hadn't been so close to tears.

Hadrian stopped at the railing. "We all had a hand in things, Hiccup." Hadrian said. "She picks her prey carefully."

Suddenly approaching the railing with flared determination, Hiccup measured up to Hadrian. Up this close, he was about Dagur's height.

"Please," Hiccup said pleading. "I want a direct answer. I don't want this to be my fault. I never meant to start any of this."

Hiccup wanted to turn and run as suddenly as he approached when he felt a tear stream down his face. But he looked at Hadrian directly, wanting so badly to have that answer. Hiccup barely had time to react when he felt Hadrian's hand grasp the back of his head. The next thing Hiccup knew, his left cheek was on the shoulder of the demon and the hollow feel of his hand cradled his head. Heartbeat hammering, Hiccup felt his cheeks flush red.

This was, beyond strange.

"No." Hadrian breathed.

For the first time since he'd met Hadrian, Hiccup found himself fearing that any second he would evaporate and be gone. Hiccup didn't pull away, and what bewildered him the most was how the cold of Hadrian's porcelain skin actually sent a trail of warmth through him.

What is happening?

Suddenly, Hadrian pushed Hiccup off and stepped back. The motion briefly scared Hiccup into thinking he was going to disappear. Hiccup opened his mouth to say something, but was cut short when Hadrian extended his arm out to Hiccup, his hand opening like a bear trap.

"Come," he said, "there's something you need to see."

Hiccup took a few steps back, shaking his head. "I don't know Hadrian."

Hadrian didn't lower his hand. He didn't come any closer, either, but stayed behind the railing as if to say, _This is as far as I go_. Hiccup looked to Toothless who only cooed. He was completely calm, and this was beyond the explanation that Hadrian was simply another part of Hiccup. It was as if Toothless, accepted him.

"No tricks this time." he said. "No false realities. Just a memory caught in passing. Something that might interest you. You said yourself that I can't hurt you."

Hiccup's eyes darted from the serrated edge of the hole in his cheek, to the needle-point tips of those claws. Despite his macabre exterior, everything about him in that moment, from the unusual comfort, to the planted way he stood to his grave, ascetic expression, resonated through Hiccup like an echo.

"You're . . . different," Hiccup said, the urge to turn and run dissipating like the white fog of his own breath. "Why? What happened to you?"

"Change of heart?" he said through a thin smile that was as bitter as it was brittle.

Though his body screamed against doing so, Hiccup took a tentative step toward him. He told himself it was a test step, just to see how he would react.

His smile faded his expression becoming suddenly sober and serious- more human than Hiccup had ever seen it. Almost . . . recognizable.

Hiccup turned to Toothless. "Toothless, keep watch. And stay safe." Toothless cooed and took a step toward him. "No, no, no. You need to stay here. I'll come back."

Hadrian's claws clicked together as he beckoned. Hiccup too another cautious step toward him then another. Hiccup cleared the distance between them, finally fitting his hand into Hadrian's porcelain grip.

Hadrian's hand closed tightly around Hiccup's, the claws of his fingers and thumb crisscrossing one anther like some kind of wicked locking mechanism.

He squeezed hard, and Hiccup opened his mouth in a silent gasp of pain.

Just when he thought he'd made a terrible mistake, his hand yielded and Hadrian's fingers passed through his, as if Hiccup had suddenly become as intangible as a mirage. Almost as if preparing to waltz, Hadrian stepped backward, drawing Hiccup forward. But his body remained paralyzed, rooted in place while some separate part of him began to slide forward, drawn by his pull.

It felt as if he were being peeled away from himself.

And that, it seemed, was exactly what was happening.

Hiccup's vision went double while the open-air sounds of the evening, wind, and rustling leaves became muted in his ears. Then, in a flash, everything disappeared, winking to crystal white. He floated in a world of nothing, weightless, alone, and strangely unconcerned about what had just happened or where he was or if he would come back. It was like teetering between waking and falling asleep, and it made him wonder if this was what dying felt like.

Something pulled at him, and his senses returned.

Looking down at his side, he saw his hand still clutched in Hadrian's grip.

Disoriented, Hiccup glanced up to find himself no longer standing in front of the fountain. Gove were the houses and the trees. In their place stretched a long and dark corridor, lined on either side by plain utilitarian doors all of them were closed.

Hiccup looked up at Hadrian, who pressed a single charcoal black claw to his lips, calling for silence. Then he loosened into smoke and, with a rustle and flit of feathers, reformed as an ebony bird, perching on Hiccup's left shoulder.

The weight of the bird's body felt almost nonexistent, as if even in this form, the Doppelganger was still only hollow within. Aiming his beak forward, he gave a hoarse and urging croak.

Hiccup faced the dimly lit hall, which seemed to stretched on forever into far-reaching pit of blackness. He wondered where Hadrian had brought him and why, but the bird only bobbed his head and snapped his beak with several impatient clicks. Clearly he wanted Hiccup to proceed.

Hiccup did so with cautious steps, his footfall making no sound on the worn floorboards. Between each of the doors, antique oil lamps burned with steady yellow flames, their glass holders warping the light into square shapes along the barren walls. The scent of kerosene and the antiseptic smell of iodine mixed with alcohol permeated the air. Beneath that, though, Hiccup could detect another order, a hint of putridity like the stale reek of a sickroom.

A quiet squeaking drew Hiccup's attention to the right, and soon saw someone gliding toward them – a woman dressed in white. Hiccup stopped cold. Fear pierced his gut like a spear, holding him in place. But as the woman drew closer, however, her figure became more discernible, and Hiccup aw that instead of white veils, she wore what appeared to be an old fashioned nurse's uniform. With a starched white cap sitting atop her pouf of dark brown hair, a matching apron cinched her narrow, corseted waist while long, heavy skirts wished around her feet.

The woman, her gaze intent on the path before her, took no notice of Hiccup as she bustled by, even as her skirts nearly brushed Hiccup's legs. Behind the woman, a teenage girl, dressed in the same uniform wheeled a gurney, the source of the high-pitched squeaking. On it, an old man with skin like raw dough lay prone and listless.

Hiccup turned his head to watch their grim procession as they passed.

_A hospital_, Hiccup thought. He was in some sort of old hospital. But why would Hadrian have brought him to such a place?

He'd called this a memory, and clearly hiccup was viewing something from the past, but when? With the lamps and the way the nurses were dressed, Hiccup could only guess that it was far before he was born. But if they'd gone _this_ far, then whose memory could this possibly be? Certainly not even his father's.

A low wailing drew Hiccup's attention forward once again.

There, at the very end of the passageway, a door that he knew had not been there a moment before swung open by itself.

Hadrian cawed softly in Hiccup's ear and, with a loud flutter and flick of feathers, took flight from Hiccup's shoulder he watched the bird soar ahead of him, flapping his wings, then shooting straight through the open door and out of sight.

Hiccup hurried down that corridor after him, preferring to have the company of a monster than to be left alone in this place. As he drew closer to the door, the wailing emanating from within grew louder and more distinct. The sound began to build toward shouting, and soon – screaming.

"RYAN!"

The cry, ragged and frayed, caused Hiccup to stop in his tracks. Standing frozen in place within the frame of the door, he took in the scene before him.

In the center of the room sat a narrow bed. A blonde-haired man lay on the white sheets, his face gaunt and sickly pale. He writhed amid the tangled linens, howling and moaning while, above him, a thick smear of rippling black clouds spread wider against the ceiling.

"RYAN!" the man on the bed shrieked.

Beside him, a young doctor dressed in a black tunic, the collar of it rumpled and sweat-stained, stooped over his patient,

"Haymitch" the doctor said as he wrung the struggling man's pallid hand, oblivious to the otherworldly storm that churned above them. "Haymitch, you are safe!"

_Haymitch_ . . . the second. Hiccup thought with dull shock. This man twisting in agony before him . . . it was Haymitch the Second.

Hiccup's eyes grew wide as they swept upward, toward the fog roiling directly over the man's head. Sharp faces and snatching claws swam through the haze, surfacing to snap at their tormented victim like frenzied sharks.

Terrified, Haymitch whipped his head from side to side on his pillow as though the rest of him were bound by unseen fetters. His chest rose and fell in quick breathes. He moaned and ground his teeth, the veins on his broad forehead bulging, standing out like blue cords

That was when Hiccup saw it – the thin silver string that stretched between the vapors whirling above the bed and the center of Haymitch's heaving chest. The quivering strand seemed to be made of a luminous and ethereal light, as wispy as gossamer.

Haymitch the Second arched against the bed, shouting, while streams of shadows began to pour out of the tempest. Swirling tendrils of black smoke invaded the room, shooting out in every direction. The streams floated through the air like coils of ink in water and glided across the floor, skimming the walls before forming into the wraithlike figures of demons.

But these were not the demons _he_ knew.

Though they had hollow, shell-like bodies, they did not possess the black tint to their quill-coarse hair and claws like Hadrian. Instead, their claws were a deep blue, their hair and teeth indigo.

Then Hiccup realized that he did recognize one of them. It was the demon from the night Hiccup needed to speak to Hadrian, that same creature who had sung that terrible lullaby. Here he appeared complete. Intricate carvings lined the salt-white skin of his naked chest. Etchings of ships tossing amid the tumultuous waters sailed across his porcelain torso, while the detailed image of a diamond-scaled sea serpent wound its way down the length of one arm.

_Scrimshaw_, Hiccup thought, remembering his name in a flash.

The demon moved to hover over Haymitch. Leaning down, he grabbed for Haymitch's other hand, his claws digging into his wrist, threatening to puncture the skin. The creature grinned. Mocking the doctor, he began to whisper in Haymitch's ear.

"You made the mistake of trying to outsmart yourself again, didn't you?" he hissed. "Now look where it's got us." He pointed a claw toward the ceiling. "Trapped. Right in the eye of the storm."

"_Haymitch,"_ spoke a voice from within the fog.

The first sign of white came in the form of veils, the gauzy, silken material fluttering amid the eddying maelstrom.

Dropping Haymitch's hand and shrinking back, Scrimshaw dissolved into wisps with the clipped cry of _"Teka-lili!"_

The other demons followed suit with the same strange outburst. They shot away in different directions, slithering into the walls and between the floorboards like snakes. Haymitch's screaming intensified when Lilith's face surfaced through the murk.

The clouds of darkness rolled back from her flawless features. Her white arms, encircled in twining veils, stretched out form the abyss.

Her hands fastened around the silver cord as though grabbing hold of a rope, and she began to use the swaying ethereal strand too pull herself from the vapors.

"_Haymitch,"_ she whispered again, her dark hair flying back into the tumult that raged behind her. _"You are bound to me. You must return."_

"RYAN!" Haymitch screamed again.

The utter despair in his voice shook Hiccup from his shock-induced trance. He looked around, searching for something – anything he could do to stop the torment.

He spotted Hadrian, still in bird form, perched in the sill of the rain-spattered window. With a flap of his wings, he took flight, soaring across the room, circling to light on Hiccup's shoulder. His movements from one corner of the room to the other, unnoticed by Haymitch, Lilith, or the doctor, reminded Hiccup that there was nothing he could do. Nothing at all. Because the events unfolding before him had already transpired.

Hiccup felt his knees grow weaker with every inch Lilith managed to draw herself from the chasm. He could feel Hadrian switching restlessly from foot to foot, rankled as well by Lilith's presence, even if her visage was only a shadow from the past. Hiccup knew he wanted to leave and hide just as the other demons had done. But he remained with Hiccup. And in spite of everything he had ever done to him, Hiccup was grateful.

Haymitch, his teeth gritted, turned his head away from the demon clawing her way toward him. He clamped his eyes shut to block it out, his face transforming into a tight knot of resigned anguish.

_Ryan_, Hiccup thought. Haymitch had been calling for a Ryan. Where was he? Why wouldn't he come? Why hadn't he stopped this?

"There is nothing here that can harm you," Hiccup heard the doctor insist. "Haymitch, listen to me! It's over. Do you hear me? Whatever has happened, it is over!"

For one instant, the world turned black. Hiccup blinked, trying to regain his vision. He felt Hadrian's talons clamp his shoulder more tightly. Then the blackness lifted and that was when he realized someone else had entered the room, walking _through_ him.

A tall, cloaked figure now stood before him.

His eyes traveled up his broad back, stopping at the metal horned helmet atop his head. He saw a studded armored pads adorning both shoulders, and a brown tunic with a thick ceremonial belt braced across his stomach.

No doubt it was Ryan.

What Hiccup found the most curious was the resemblance of Haymitch and Ryan. Similar clothes, hair, facial features. The only difference was that Ryan had dirty blonde hair. Like he had smothered it in dry mud or sand.

Then Hiccup suddenly stiffened as he felt Hadrian ruffle his feathers.

This was Haymitch's _Doppelganger_. But how? It was beyond strange and astonishing to see two generations of hiccups both having doppelgangers.

Lilith's attention broke from Haymitch, and she blinked in surprised as Ryan drew forth one of his twin cutlasses. Her lips peeled back from sharpened teeth in a snarl. "Stop, you fool!" she hissed. "You'll kill him!"

Haymitch grew suddenly still on the bed. Hiccup watched as he rolled his head to face the doctor, uttering something indiscernible while Ryan coiled his arm, preparing to strike.

"No!" Hiccup shouted his cry rising in exact unison with Lilith's.

In the next instant, Ryan slashed his sword forward in one clean swipe, severing the silver cord that stretched between Haymitch's body and Lilith's clutching hands.

The demoness howled as the cord snapped in two. Her face contorted with fury as the silver light vanished from her grip. She flew up, sucked into the ceiling, while the fog transformed into a whirlpool. Then, in a rush, the miasma dissipated, swept into the rugged wood until no trace of its presence remained.

Hiccup gaped, watching as Ryan stepped aside and sheathed his sword.

Hiccup's gaze fell to Haymitch, who now lay lifeless, his eyes glazed and unseeing.

"Haymitch," the doctor called.

The figure on the bed made no response.

Ryan turned, and as he began to stride toward Hiccup, a wave of hatred washed over him. with a scream of rage, he threw himself at him, fists swinging.

Hadrian fluttered up and away from Hiccup, feathers flying his rasping squawks filling the silent room. Hiccup's fists passed through Ryan's ever-calm visage. He walked through Hiccup without so much as a ripple, and Hiccup's efforts sent him stumbling forward.

He stopped and, looking up, froze to find himself standing at the foot of Haymitch's bed. He watched as the doctor reached out a trembling hand to close the two sightless eyes, which seemed to have been fixed directly on Hiccup. As he did, the surrounding walls, floor, and ceiling feel away like laying cards, throwing Hiccup into a bottomless vat of darkness.

He fell backward through the dark, and as he did, a glimmer stole his attention. A silver cord glowed in the expansive nothingness, terminating in the center of his body. It wavered like a ribbon caught in the wind as he flew back and back, falling faster and faster.

Then, suddenly, the cord snapped taut. It began to pull him forward, like a kite being reeled from the night sky. Light broke through his consciousness, and from a place high above, Hiccup saw himself – his body – standing in front of the fountain on the street his arm still extended as though to take Hadrian's hand, even though he was gone.

Toothless laid curled up at his side, eyes shut in peaceful sleep. Hiccup watched as his ears twitched and his eyes blinked open. He head slowly drew up and he searched around.

A jab of urgency sent Hiccup rushing toward himself. The world whirred into a blur as his two selves snapped into one.

Hiccup blinked dry and stinging eyes. He dropped his arm, his bicep screaming as if he'd been standing that way for hours. Toothless immediately got up and nuzzled Hiccup's hand. Hiccup blankly looked down and then around. As his senses reactivated, he looked into the trees for a black bird.

He found no one.


	13. Chapter 13

For Snoggletog, the village had built a giant wooden tree at the center of town. Being the chief of the village, Stoick and Hiccup went to the Square to hand lights around it, while also trying not to knock down the shields that adorned its base.

The giant towering thing was basic old wood painted green, then it was strung up with old shields from everyone in the village along with wreaths and ornaments. The dragons helped in making it easier. By the time Hiccup had gotten back to the village, dusk had fallen upon the village, and the lights along the tree were starting to give off a soft muted glow. Like the eggs of a Changewing, they grew brighter, then dimmed again as people walking by casted shadows that deprived the lights for brief snippets of seconds.

Still stuck in a daze as he pieced together what he had seen in the memory, Hiccup stared blankly at the giant monument as other villagers passed him by.

By all means it didn't surprise him that Hadrian had disappeared moments after the memory ended then again, Hiccup did scare him off when he launched for, Ryan. As if things weren't already confusing enough, now Hadrian had gone on and added more to the pile. It started to discourage Hiccup if he really was trying to help him, or make things more confusing until Hiccup just snapped.

Haymitch the Second was a hiccup; that he had already known, but how exactly did if fit into Hiccup's situation? Lilith tormenting him and then there's Ryan, his unofficial Doppelganger. Had this already happened before?

And on top of that, Hadrian said it wasn't Hiccup's fault that he invited Lilith in, but according the Grandmamma's book, it _was_ his fault. Hiccup sighed in irritation, his breath puffing out in a translucent cloud. If Hadrian was trying to irritate him, he had succeeded.

A sudden pat on the shoulder startles Hiccup.

"Whoa, easy Hiccup." Astrid said. Over her shoulder, Heather stood wearing a fleece, her hands hidden in the pocket.

"Oh, hey, girls." Hiccup says as he rubs his head. "How're things?"

"We were actually looking for you. We went to your house but no one was home." Heather says.

"Oh yeah. It's the holiday. So, are you two going to the feast?" Hiccup asks

"We were planning, but we thought we'd come and hand out with you." She leans in close. "Just in case Jolene comes along." Astrid whispers.

Her name alone sent a nausea feeling through Hiccup's stomach. He stepped back fearing he would actually convulse. It reminded Hiccup that he hadn't actually told them what Grandmamma had showed him that Snoggletog morning. There was so much piling on his shoulders that Hiccup actually started to fell himself being weighed down. So much information was crammed in his head, maybe if he had told someone it would help him organize everything. No doubt Stoick and Grandmamma would be on board with it, anything to help Hiccup.

As Hiccup was about to suggest they all meet at his house, Fishlegs' voice calls out from behind, "Hiccup!"

Hiccup turns and finds Fishlegs and Meatlug hovering around the tree and landing with a soft thud.

"Hey Fishlegs. What's up?" Hiccup asks. Astrid and Heather round their way to view the pudgy Viking.

"It's Jolene's house." Hiccup's throat constricts tight as an icepick of fear stabs his heart. Fishlegs continues. "It's completely black."

"What else is new?" Astrid interjects. "Her house is always dark. Especially at night."

"No I mean, it's black as in empty. Like no one's home." Fishlegs rephrases. "It's abandoned."

"Did she say anything about leaving?" Hiccup asks, curiosity and a small pinch of hurt poking at his chest.

"No, and we peeked through one of the skylights, and the house is completely empty." Fishlegs says.

"What?!" Snotlout suddenly shouts. "My Jolene's gone?! What Where did she go?!"

Astrid clamps her hands around his mouth to stop him from sending the male villagers in a frenzy.

Baffled, Hiccup makes his way to the blacksmith shop where he found his father and Gobber sharing a toast of yak milk and Yak Butter Barffet. Stoick's eyes flick to Hiccup as they laugh. "Oh Hiccup! There you are." His father says. "Glad you're here, we were just about to round up the villagers to the Great Hall."

"Hey Dad," Hiccup says, ignoring his comment. "Did Jolene say anything about moving?"

In an instant, Stoick and Gobber's faces went from jolly to seriousness.

"No, I don't recall." Stoick answers.

"Well, apparently her house is completely abandoned."

Stoick leads the kids to the house at the very back of the village. It was just like any other around, in fact it was one of the newly renovated ones after the old neighborhood was slated for demolition. Walking up to the house, the wood stairs creaked in distress as they reached the door, almost beckoning them to turn around.

Hiccup saw nothing hung on the door, not even a wreath for the holiday. The house was bare, naked without any lights or wreaths on the roof and streamed along the wooden posts at the front door. Hiccup pulled open the door.

The house had an abandoned quality to it. A dim grey casted over everything, so it looks as though whatever was left in the hose as frowning at their depressive scenery or their abandonment. The open family room consisted of a bare table with one chair pushed in.

"Yeesh, when a girl's got to go, she goes." Heather tries to amuse as everyone files into the house.

Hiccup ignores her comment as he strode toward the stairs. An enclosed stairway stretched up before him. Above, the bedroom appeared to be intact. Solid walls met with the wood-and-rafter ceiling, and cold light poured in from the window above the staircase, dust particles drifting through the sharply slanted shafts like flotsam.

He mounted the stairs, and as he moved through the patchwork of light and dimness, he thought he could smell the bitter scent of seared wood. Hiccup opened his arms and placed his hands to the wood paneling on either side of him. His fingers trailed the course surface, bumping over the grooves a he used the walls to guide himself up, every step taking its turn to groan beneath him.

When Hiccup reached the top landing, he had found the room that mimicked an attic. A small café-style table and matching chairs sat beneath the small square window overlooking the village below. The room was completely empty.

His attention fell on the odd black scorch mark that marred the very center of the floorboards, taking the place of a ragged orange-brown throw rug, which lay rolled up against the far wall.

The fear that had gripped him, started growing twofold as he stared at the burn mark. Hiccup drifted toward the spot, keeping her footsteps light as he made his way to the stand in the center of the starburst-shaped blot. Only when his feet matched up with two similarly shaped smudges branded into the wood did he realize where it was he stood.

He had seen this before. When he was practicing with Grandmamma, but it's like it was made for something dark. A dark version of it.

Glancing to the ceiling, Hiccup saw a faint charcoal-black circle outline directly above. A faint etching, looking as if it was trying to fade into the wood before being spotted. Looking back around the room, Hiccup found something gleaming under the window. It was a small booklet, left facedown, flopped open. The entire thing was purple with a gold borderline and a strange symbol traced in the center.

Hiccup walked over, picking the book up, it clamped shut and he traced his thumb all around the cover and down the spine. It seemed like a portable spellbook.

The call of his name draws Hiccup's attention downstairs. He trudges down to find everyone gathered in the family room.

"What have you got there son?" Stoick asked Hiccup came into the room.

"I found this upstairs. It looks like a small, spellbook." Hiccup said as he handed Stoick the book. "Not only that, but Jolene's entire upstairs bedroom has a weird scorch mark in the floor."

"What?" Astrid said raising a questioning eyebrow.

"Yeah come here." Hiccup motioned. He headed back up the stairs, hands over feet, but the toe of his show caught on the lip of one of the steps. The stair pulled loose with a clatter.

Hiccup fell forward, the edges of the stairs jutting into his ribs and banging his shins. Wincing, he bit back a cry and twisted to look behind him, at the plank he had inadvertently yanked free. Ignoring Snotlout's snickering laughter, Hiccup peered down. Beneath the plank lay a long black hole, a hollow space like a small, narrow grave, large and deep enough for a person to fit through sideways.

"Hiccup are you okay?" Heather asks as she walks toward the stairs.

"Yeah, yeah." Hiccup waved off. "Check this out."

Without waiting for others to gather around, Hiccup sprang for the hole and dropped inside, landing on his feet. The top of his head still poked above the open stair. He could hear the awes of the others as he squats down in the tight space.

Balancing on the balls of his feet, he tried not to think about the cobwebs he couldn't see or the pill bugs or brown recluse spiders that might be crawling over his shoes at that very moment. Dust and grit shook down around him, pieces of grime landing in his hair.

"Hey! Steady up there!" Hiccup called.

"Sorry Hiccup!" Fishlegs' voice returned.

Listening, Hiccup heard him shuffle off. After that, the footsteps began to fade away. Like a storm that had blown itself out, the thundering tapered off into hollow thudding, growing farther and farther away.

"See anything Hiccup?" Astrid calls.

"Uh, no. I'm coming up."

Astrid shifted the board aside. The action sent not only a cloud of dust particles surging around, but also new shoots of fresh white light. Hiccup poked his head through and, shifting one foot forward, angled himself so he could boost himself up.

His toe brushed against something solid. It fell over with a quiet clank.

Hiccup ducked back into the hole again. He looked down at his feet to see a half-melted candle in a tiny holder. He tilted hi head at it, then glanced over his shoulder. Beyond the crisscrossing frame of two-by-fours that supported the staircase, Hiccup saw a small box-shaped area – a tiny room. A grey blanket lay unrolled and pushed against the left side of the cramped crawlspace, its pillow positioned in the crook of one corner.

His hand fell from the opening.

"Hiccup?" Astrid beckoned him.

Ignoring her, Hiccup swiveled away from the underbelly of the stairs toward the pocket of space, which was no bigger than the inside of a small walk-in closet. Stepping forward, Hiccup ducked and threaded his way through the support beams.

Drawings lined the plaster wall right next to the blanket, the pictures etched in a soft and loping hand that Hiccup recognized right away. Some of the etchings had even been colored in paint.

The image of a horse seemingly made of smoke reared its head, eyes bugging, hooves pawing at the air. A patch of clouds lit by purple lightning rolled beside a tuft of white lilies, their heads dropping under crowns of raindrops. Black trees marked the center of the wall. Tall and pencil thin, their limbs tangled with one another to create a twisted net dotted with the limp bodies of shriveled leaves. Or were those birds?

Hiccup's eyes followed the sprawl of the mural to the images closest to the blanket's pillow. There, the likeness of a certain Night Fury seemed to hover just over the place where the sleeper might lay her head. The painted dragon had a bright and curious look on his face, his eyes beaming through the gloom, the perfect piercing hue of green ice.

Hiccup sank to kneel on a thin burgundy throw rug sprawled across the concrete floor. Nearby, a pack of matches lay on top of a pile of book, next to a brass dish filled with the ashen bodies of burned incense cones, their stale scent barely detectable.

A small wooden box sat aside beside the books, its sides and lid covered in bas-relief with delicate rose patterns. A short stack of parchment notebooks occupied the opposite corner, several sheets of loose paper sticking our around the edges. A mug full of pens, pencils, charcoal sticks, and paintbrushes say sandwiched between the notebooks and a bin full of multicolored paint tubes.

Locating another candle, Hiccup took the box of matches, struck one, and lit the wick.

Warm flickering light filled the space, sending shadows leaping up the walls and across the slanted ceiling. He passed the candle across the carved wooden box. The sputtering light revealed the fancy lettering of a name engraved into the lid. Hiccup set the candle aside and reached to draw the wooden box toward him.

His fingertips traveled across the deep grooves and notches that formed the name _Hiccup_.

Hiccup opened the box. The hinged lid tilted back, held at ninety degrees by two violet strips of ribbon in either corner.

A stack of sketches littered the top layer of the box's contents. Beneath, Hiccup saw an assortment of odd trinkets and pieces of old jewelry.

His fingers went first to the sketches, and he pulled free the topmost picture, recognizing himself right away. It looked as though it was a snippet of him in action.

Dressed in his apron for the blacksmith shop, the faded tan one on top of his usual green tunic, his own image ignored him from the scratchy paper, his eyes focused on the sword as sparks flew off the metal as it scrapped against the rolling stone. His hair fell just at his eyebrows, his eyes narrowed in focus, the shimmers of sparks shadowing his face, making him look more, serious than usual.

All in all, he looked, attractive.

He remembered that day, when he wanted to test out his new invention that flung boas for him given his small muscular frame. Gobber had given him a rant on needing to stop all of 'this' then gesturing to all of him. Then after a rant of his own, Hiccup was bluntly ignored and given a sword to sharpen.

But how was someone able to draw this?

For a moment, he couldn't decide whether he should be freaked out or flattered – or if it was better to default to the ever-appropriate choice of mortified.

He flipped the drawing over so he wouldn't have to look at it anymore, when he noticed something written across the back.

Short lines scrawled in deep violet blazed against the tan rough parchment. Bringing the picture closer, Hiccup began to read. He felt his heart stammer a beat when he relied that it was a poem. About him.

_I keep telling myself_

_That you're _

_Just a boy._

_Another leaf blown across my path_

_Destined to pass on and shrivel into yourself _

_Like all the others._

_Yet despite my venom_

_You refuse to wither_

_Or fade_

_You remain golden throughout,_

_And in your gaze I am left to wonder if it is_

_Me alone_

_Who feels the fall._

Hiccup's hand sank, as though the picture had become too heavy for him to hold.

Like tiny knives, her words lacerated his heart.

Hiccup pushed the picture back inside the box, prepared to shut the lid and leave, but through his bleary, stinging vision, he caught sight of another photo in the stack.

At first he could glimpse on the edge, and it was the wisps of soft, honey-colored hair that made him draw it free.

The man in the sketch watched the artist with a steady pair of large eyes, his chin tilted slightly upward. His beauty, natural and free of modification, was undeniable.

His lips, shapely and petal pink, seemed as though they wanted to smile, even though they didn't his wavy blond hair lay in a gentle layers down his face, the soft flyaway ends disappearing behind him in what Hiccup saw was his horned helmet.

The man, slender and pale, wore a dark red tunic with a thick belt across his stomach, and metal pads placed on his shoulders.

Even though the physical resemblance was subtle, Hiccup knew that this was Haymitch the Second, in hiccup form.

It was his eyes, the same hue of polished icy, that gave him away.

Taking a closer look, Hiccups began to notice faint lines showing through from the other side. Curls and slanted loops appeared in raised bumps around the edges, like braille, as if Jolene had pushed too hard with her pencil while writing.

Hiccup hesitated before flipping the photo over, afraid of what he might find. He turned it slowly, allowing the candlelight to reveal another poem.

Remembering the memory Hadrian had taken him too, Hiccup made the connection that Haymitch was a hiccup. Something about that fact was very important to Jolene, Lilith. And now, years later, she was still thinking of him, still holding on to the last remnants of his existence in her life.

Hiccup found himself reluctant to read even a single line. There was something about his poem that made him dread its message. Perhaps it was the title, presented like a simple salutation in a letter. "To Haymitch," it said at the top, the letters scriptlike and looping, written in her best hand.

Swallowing, Hiccup began to read.

_To Haymitch,_

_This subtle second self_

_Sheaf of me_

_Can do more than you ever could._

_Like you, it can leave_

_And go_

_Somewhere else._

_The night splits me in two._

_I disconnect-_

_Ti sink, to fall to, fly_

_And rage_

_Forever_

_And always without you._

Hiccup read the lines again and then again. From the craterlike feeling of emptiness the words themselves left within him, there bubbled up a familiar echo, a repetition of things heard and learned of in the past.

Second self?

Lucid dreaming. Astral projection.

Hiccup glanced back to Jolene's blanket as, all at once, its presence there held new meaning. His eyes returned to the mural on the wall, suddenly knowing that her canvas – her hideaway – stretched much farther than this room.

Hiccup pressed the picture of Haymitch facedown on the floor next to him, then picked up the remained of the stack. He flipped through the rest of the pictures slowly, one at a time. There were more people, each one of them resembling a hiccup in one way or another. Small muscles, and a very thin frame.

For the first time since Hadrian had shown him the memory, something clicked in Hiccup's head.

Jolene, Lilith, always targeted hiccups.

None of the people he'd seen were different. They all looked similar. Unable to be sure if they all shared the same experiences, Hiccup felt relief as he had solved one piece of the elaborate puzzle that was, Jolene.

Lost in his thoughts, Hiccup hadn't realized that he'd flipped to the last sketch in the stack, one that showed a solitary stone face that peered out from an alabaster wall.

Hiccup looked closer, realizing that he knew that face. He recognized it from one of the houses in the abandoned street. It was one of the "green men" Hadrian had told him about, the group of gargoyle busts said to act as protectors against evil.

"Sleeping on the job," Hiccup muttered to the photo.

The face of the gargoyle glowered up at him. The thing looked almost human, except for the oversize, orblike eyes that stared sightlessly forward.

Hiccup sighed and gathered the photos. Before tucking them back into the box, he took a moment to sift through the remaining contents, a collection of bits and pieces strewn along the violet crushed-velvet lining. Broken bits of a mirror lay intermixed with antique jewelry, buttons, and brooches, and folded slips of . . . sheet music?

Hiccup snatched up one of the papers. He was about to unfold it when he noticed the glimmering object that had lain beneath, concealed.

A lady's elaborate hair com, encrusted with amethyst gemstones, winked at him in the candlelight. Hiccup dipped his hand back into the box and lifted the comb free. He held it up for inspection and it sparkled in his grasp, as if each jewel held its own glowing ember within.

He had seen this come before, but where?

His Dad's voice suddenly muffles through the air, buzzing the wood in long pulses.

"Yeah?" Hiccup called back.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. I actually found something."

"Well, just bring it up, Hiccup. I don't want you down there anymore."

Hiccup returned the comb to the box. He laid the stack of photos on top and then closed the lid. Carefully he slid the box back into its original place against the wall.

Dusting himself off, Hiccup stood.

"I'm coming out." With that, he blew out the candle, and went to the narrow hole in the stairs.

He pulled himself out, replacing the plank before turning to face the groups of Vikings.

"What did you see down there?" Fishlegs asked. "Bodies?"

Hiccup looked to him in amusement, but shook his head. "I found something very interesting down there. And I think with a little help, we can piece together why Jolene's after me." He said.

"Grandmamma?" Gobber suggests.

Hiccup nods, "And a little extra."

That night, after the feast in the Great Hall, Hiccup and Stoick gathered Astrid and the others and Grandmamma, meeting at Hiccup's house to finally put together the jagged pieces of Jolene's puzzle.

Grandmamma sat at one of the chairs of the kitchen table, along with Stoick and Gobber. Fishlegs sat in an available stool close to the fire, Astrid deciding to stand near the stairs. Despite Snotlout's and the twins' absence, Hiccup explained all the information he had obtained with Grandmamma's visit earlier that day. He avoided the incidents with Hadrian and the box, wanting to have backup before he goes into detail.

Hiccup now stands at the head of the small uneven circle everyone had unknowingly created as they huddled in Hiccup's home.

"You still haven't told us what you found down there Hiccup." Fishlegs says as he nervously fiddles with his fingers.

"I'm waiting for someone." Hiccup said, knowing his doing in covering up the identity was less than obvious.

"Who? Dare I ask?" Astrid goes along.

"Look, this is only person who has truly helped me. And despite everything, he's probably the only one who holds the key to the way between worlds."

"Please tell me it's not . . ." Fishlegs question dissolved in his mouth as the floorboards above them creaked and moaned.

Hiccup had a feeling everyone knew who he was talking about, maybe it was just their wishful thinking that prevented them from stating, what should be obvious.

Taking a deep breath, Hiccup walked toward the stairs, keeping them in the corner of his eye as he spoke. "Look, you're the only one who knows how to beat her. You've scrambled up everything in my head, and now I don't even know what facts are right anymore."

Gobber leans in to Stoick and whispers. "I never thought it looked as crazy as people describe, but seeing it now, he looks like a loon."

"You were the one who warned me. And you showed me something, that I don't know who it connects to me, but it does. So please, I need your help. You're the only other person who can see what I see."

There was a moment of silence. The only sound in anyone's ears was the crackling of the firewood. It casted ominous shadows all across the woodwork and practically shadowed the staircase. Hiccup eagerly stared at them, expecting a blob of darkness to snake out and rise up and morph into Hadrian.

Moments passed, and he still didn't show. Hiccup's hope began to dwindle and contort into fear. What if he got captured, he thought. It makes sense since all of the defiance he's done toward Jolene. It scares Hiccup more knowing that Hadrian has the ability to come and go in the dream and real world, so if he was captured, then Hiccup had lost his one solid link between the two dimensions.

Hiccup sighed and turned away from the stairs.

"Who've thought we'd be together like this." He whispered in the corrosive hiss that never failed to set Hiccup on edge.

All at once, everyone turned to the far corner of the room. There, dressed in all black, the side of his face containing the jagged hole concealed as he faced them from the other side, one shoulder pressed to the wall, feet crossed in a relaxed position. A smug smile on his face.

"You!" Stoick growled. Then immediately, Stoick grabbed an available sword from a barrel and charged the demon.

"Dad no! Stop!" Hiccup cried.

As Stoick swung the sword down, intending on slicing Hadrian straight down the middle, Hadrian's body loosened into violet wisps and drifted toward Hiccup. At the last minute, he spiked upward and took solid shape again, his back pressed into one high corner his arms outspread to brace himself, heels planted against the wall behind him, making him look like an enormous spider. Putting himself out of Stoick' batting range.

"Dad!" Hiccup cried. Then at the last minute, Hiccup grabbed his ornate shield and blocked Stoick's sword. "Back . . . Off!" he howled as he pushed off his father's blade and slamming it into Stoick's gut so it sent him back. "Don't hurt him!"

Everyone stares at Hiccup in shock, but Hiccup keeps his stern face as he feels Hadrian jump down from the corner and walk up behind him. Hiccup's hair stands on end, but if he had to face facts, he felt more secure with Hadrian by his side since he was the only other person that knows what Hiccup's seen and possibly holds the answers on what to do.

"Hiccup . . .?" Stoick utters to him.

Hiccup softens his gaze and lowers his shield. "Dad, I know Hadrian's done horrible things in the past, and I know he didn't exactly make a good reunion with you, Astrid." He gestures to the blond who continually gives Hadrian a glare of absolute loathing. "But, he's the only other person who truly understands what I'm going through. He's actually helped me, and . . ."

Hiccup gazes back over his shoulder at the figure clad in black.

"I trust him."


	14. Chapter 14

"And then after I, lamely attacked Ryan, the whole world went black, and the next thing I knew I was flying over the village back toward my body." Hiccup concluded his story, taking a sip of his warm yank milk.

After convincing his father and family that Hadrian was trying to help, everyone calmed down enough that they were willing to listen, but not so much that they wouldn't hesitate to bop Hadrian over his head if he tried anything funny.

Now sitting at the kitchen table, Hadrian hovered a foot from Hiccup, who had been the one explaining everything while Hadrian sat by waiting until the end, rarely intervening knowing any slight action he takes toward Hiccup will result in an axe to the head.

So far, Hiccup had told them about the first night Jolene appeared in his dreams along with his mother, then he shared the information Grandmamma had told him with the other Vikings, all seemingly to grow pale as the pieces started to match up. Hiccup told them about Hadrian's visit along with Scrimshaw and his fatal lullaby. And since everyone was there when Hiccup found the box, he saved the flashback for last. Everyone seemed to take his story seriously, but Hiccup was unsure whether they got it or not since most of their eyes kept flickering to Hadrian as he floated weightless just an arm's length away from Hiccup.

"So wait, how could Haymitch the Second have a doppelganger?" Fishlegs asks. "Don't they usually have a mind of their own?"

Hiccup opens his mouth to say something, but given he doesn't have the answer, he clamps it shut and turns to Hadrian. Cueing him it was his time to speak.

"Well it's no doubt that everyone has a dark side. Even those who appear to be the purest of the soul." Hadrian explained.

"But how did he get one?" Hiccup emphasized. "I mean, I got you because of magic."

Hadrian nervously clears his throat. "Our stories are rather similar, Hiccup. Back when Haymitch was about your age, being a hiccup, his father was, less than accepting. He was an outcast. Sometimes when the living experience intense negative emotions, their energy can manifest into a pekay manifestation."

"What's a, Pee-kay manifestation?" Hiccup asks.

"A pekay manifestation usually happens when a living person's energy creates an entity. These manifestations are very powerful and can physically influence their environment. And these things can have the ability to affect the living in harmful ways. "

"So, did Lilith _create_, Ryan?" Astrid asks.

"No." Hadrian answers. "Given that Haymitch was, basically unaccepted, those negative emotions brought on by the way he was treated, in turn created, Ryan."

"And was Lilith attracted to him as she was you?" Stoick asks.

"Yes. At first, she was only interested in Ryan simply because he appeared to her as a snack. But when she found Haymitch and that state of, vulnerability he was in, he was basically the perfect prey for her."

"So then, what is it that she wants exactly?" Hiccup questions Hadrian. "From either a hiccup or a regular man in the village?"

"Well, as I'm sure Grandmamma has already told you, Lilith is often referred to as a succubus. And a succubus is basically an entity that drains a person's, preferably male, energy. Her male counterpart is known as an incubus, and they target, females."

Everyone leans in as Hadrian lays out this knew scroll of information. His facts adding up to everything that's happened.

"So she basically wants energy." Hiccup states.

Hadrian nods. "A succubus may take a form of a beautiful young girl but closer inspection may reveal deformities upon their bodies, such as bird-like claws or serpentine tails. There were four original queens of the demons: Lilith, Mahalath, Agrat Bat Mahlat, and Naamah."

Hiccup began to quake like a leaf as he listened to Hadrian. It truly frightened him at how powerful Lilith really was starting to sound.

"Does she use it to stay young?" Fishlegs asks.

"Sometimes. But usually it's just so she has power over every other demon or entity. Like I said, or as said in Grandmamma's book, she's the reigning queen of nightmares."

Grandmamma's head jerks to him. "You were there?"

Hadrian nods.

"You closed the book?" Gobber asked.

Hadrian nodded again.

"Okay, so we know what made Haymitch so special. His negative emotions created an entity that drew Lilith in, then she later targeted Haymitch." Fishlegs breaks down. "But what makes Hiccup special now? Did the other hiccups through past generations have the same thing?"

"Yes. Though, actually, Haymitch and Hiccup were the first two to have tangible doppelgangers." Hadrian comments. "All the others she just had as a whole. Now, what makes Hiccup so special is his practice of magic."

Hiccup swallows thickly as he peers at Grandmamma. She has a nervous looks on her face, as well as guilt.

"Along with your ability to manipulate things in reality, you also have the capability to enter a dreamworld as well. This you already knew." Hadrian explains. "But all that aside, your actually a lot more special than any of you think."

"What are you talking about Hadrian?" Stoick questions.

Hadrian takes a deliberate long sip from his mug to irritate Stoick before answering. "Well, I just thought it was something else, but I never would've guessed that there was a Valkyrie amongst you."

Everyone's face contorts to shock and some of them even back up, giving Hiccup more distance. Confused, Hiccup looks to Grandmamma and Hadrian, waiting for an answer.

"What's a Valkyrie?" Heather asks.

Hadrian only has a smug on his face as he gestures to Grandmamma. Hiccup turns to her, and while her face still has genuine shock, there was something in her face that read 'I knew it'

"Grandmamma?"

"Uh . . . w-well, in traditional writing, Valkyries were mythical creatures deciding who will die in battle and who will be chosen to the afterlife in Valhalla" She explains.

"Valkyries also appear as lovers of heroes and other mortals, where they are sometimes described as the offsprings of royalty," Hadrian looks to Hiccup with a smile. "Sometimes accompanied by ravens, and sometimes connected to swans."

Hiccup's skin crawls with gooseskin as he remembers how Hadrian morphed into a black raven back in the memory, and when he was outside the arena.

"As far as I know, you're the first Valkyrie in a number of centuries, so I wasn't sure if it were true or not." Grandmamma stutters.

"So how does that make me special?" Hiccup asks.

"Given you're a Valkyrie, you have powers no one will ever know. Your energy is beyond normal mortal levels, and that's what attracts her. You're basically an energy being, and you alone have the capability to give her power for years." Hadrian says. "Or until she drains you dry."

Hiccup feels his skin grow clammy so he starts to physically shake. He grips the side of the chair and steady himself.

It all made sense.

With his newfound magical powers, it must've earned him an unknown title, and with it, his spike in power attracted Jolene.

"So, where is she now?" Hiccup asks Hadrian.

But when he got a mere shrug of the shoulders, his ice-ball of worry began to gnaw at his stomach like slow-growing frostbite.

"We went to her house and found nothing but a scorch mark on her bedroom floor, it connected to the ceiling and also there was the box." Hiccup had to stop himself to take a breath, and prevent more meaningless words from pouring from his mouth.

"I'm guessing she went back to her realm now that you know what's going on." Hadrian speculates.

"Well just instills me with ease." Hiccup sarcastically remarks. "Look Hadrian, I need to stop this woman, any ideas"

"I doubt you can fight something that's been around for centuries, Hiccup." He retorts. "You don't know what's going to happen. What she can do."

Hiccup looks to Hadrian for a moment, his gaze wandering to the strap of his jacket crossing just over his heart. Hiccup remembers how Hadrian as piecing himself together back at the fountain, and then . . .

"Scrimshaw." Hiccup muttered. And Hadrian nods his head.

She did that.

"_If I had known about your, ability, I would've kept my mouth shut."_

"When something like you comes along," Hadrian says. "A Valkyrie with the power to keep her going for years, you can bet she won't let you go without a fight."

"So she plans to do whatever it takes to get to Hiccup?" Heather asks.

Hadrian answers with a nod of his head.

Hiccup swallows his heart in his throat. He doesn't say anything, positive his voice had practically shriveled up. He manages to looks to Hadrian and say, "Will she target Astrid? My friends, family?"

Hadrian looks to him and for once has the decency to drop his gaze.

"Hadrian." Hiccup pressures.

Hadrian lifts his head and stares directly at Hiccup. "Yes." Hiccup's body goes numb, but Hadrian goes on. "As long as they're alive, they're your flaw. Your Achilles heel. Which makes them her weapon. They're the stings that if need be she will pull to make you dance puppet boy."

"So how do we stop her?" Stoick asks.

"Honestly, I wouldn't even try." Hadrian admits, placing his finished mug down.

Hiccup jerks his head in his direction. "How can you say that?"

"Hiccup, this woman, this _spirit_, is already dead. She's been haunting for generations. What makes you think that you can suddenly beat, let alone destroy her?"

"You said yourself that she's never seen anyone like me before, ever. Maybe this means that I can finally stop her."

"Hiccup you shouldn't make promises you can't keep." Hadrian suddenly says.

"She won't win. No matter what any of you believe, you won't stop me. Demon or not, she doesn't scare me." Hiccup says, his voice full of conviction. He rise to his feet and steps toward Hadrian with resisted steps. "I _will_ beat her. I will find a way to stop her for good. To keep her from doing this to anyone ever again."

"Hiccup, maybe you shouldn't." Stoick says. And Hiccup's head suddenly jerk to him. "I mean, you're dealing with something that's had years of experience of this. Maybe it's' too risky."

"We're Vikings, it's an occupational hazard." Hiccup retorts.

"Hiccup-"

"No. You know what, don't _Hiccup_ me." Hiccup suddenly snaps, his voice growing louder. "You know this isn't even about it being risky, you think I'm going to fail!"

"I'm just looking out for you, son. So is Grandmamma and even Hadrian. We just don't want to lose you." Stoick reasons.

Suddenly Hiccup's face hardens. It molds into something stone cold and unreadable. He walks toward Stoick with intimidating steps. When he's directly in front of his father, when he speaks, his tone is cold as ice. "You don't believe in me."

"Hiccup-"

"You don't think I can win! If you really believed in me, you'd encourage me! You don't believe I can fight her!"

"You think that with just a few weeks of training and your suddenly ready to fight a _demon_?! Don't you think you're getting ahead of yourself?" Stoick counters.

"No, I don't I don't think I was ahead of myself when I single-handedly took out the red Death, Alvin's army, and Hadrian by_ myself_!" Hiccup challenges. "If you really believed I could fight her, you'd have my back, but I guess in your eyes I'll always be a _weak _and _pitiful_ hiccup! So thanks dad. That says a lot."

Before the feeling of hurt could register enough to stab Stoick in the heart, Hiccup turns on his heels and bolts out the door while snatching his satchel off of the coat rack at the door.

Even with the thick wind whistling through his ears, Hiccup could still hear his father shouting his name, calling out to him just as he burst through the door, leaving it to sway back and forth on its' hinges.

But it was already too late.

He wasn't listening anymore.

Inside the narrow passageway, a tripod torch burned yellow-orange. It flame threw jagged shapes across the masonry. With his back pressed against the damp wall, Hiccup tucks his knees to his chest. Arms folded over one another, he rests his forehead. Shortly after entering the tunnels that ran through the village, Hiccup dropped to the dirt and unleashed a chocked sob.

Sunlight leaks through the small opening to a yak farm above his head. Small dust particles sway in and out with the grace. Whenever the light got temporarily blocked out for a moment, then back again, they'd be in a frenzy of swirls and circles until settling back into their known pattern. The smell of manure permeates his nose, but it was the last thing that Hiccup cared about.

Dry tears plastered to his cheeks, and his nose was congested, leaving his head throbbing. The cold breeze only made his shaking body more spastic. He rocks back and forth to comfort himself and to give him something to help with his scrambling thoughts. With his body aching from the run he did from his house to the entrance beyond the Academy, it was the only thing he could do without working his already sore muscles anymore.

How could he have said such a thing to his father? Even if it was true?

But then again, how could his father not believe in him?

He had defeated the red Death, Alvin's army more than once, and even Hadrian. What was so different about Jolene? Was it because she was more than a tangible thing? Because she's been doing this for centuries?

It shouldn't matter. As expected, Hiccup was different from the others. This _had_ to mean he was supposed to do something! A little danger's never stopped him before.

A cold breeze shivers his body and finally Hiccup's forced to push himself to his feet. He kept his steps steady into the darkness and the dampness. Ahead, through the webwork of shadows, he saw that the passageway turned sharply. Around that corner, he knew he would find himself utterly alone. He took the turn without as much as a second thought. Another damp stone corridor stretched before him.

Darkness there, and nothing more.

His footsteps were the only company.

Hiccup came to the place where the next torch stood. Here the dank passageway smelled of kerosene and must. Orange flames cast their glow over the stone wall. Stepping around the torch, Hiccup sidled up to the narrow wall and pressed his hand flat against the stone wall. Sliding his hand along the wall, he ignored the moisten dirt and grit plastering to his palm.

At the next corner, he detected the smell of hay. Poking his head through the hole above, he found himself at the sheep farm. Boosting himself through the hole, he felt the cold of the snow seep through his tunic. As he heads his way around to the Animal Farm, the caw of a bird split the silence of his mind. Hiccup's head jerked in the direction of the sound, and in that same instant, a quick black thing raced across the room, casting its ghostlike shadow over the sparkling snow.

The creature sailed from its high perch into view. Large wings beat against the swirling air as it landed on a branch just to Hiccup's right. Stepping from foot to foot, the bird tucked in its wings. Hunched, it glared through the gloom with beady coal black eyes.

"I don't want to hear it Hadrian. I feel bad enough as it is, and the last thing I need is anther put down from you." Hiccup immediately hisses.

"Well then it's no fun." croaked a hoarse voice.

"I thought you were on my side. But now, I can see you've only betrayed me once again." Hiccup coldly snickered. "I should've known I couldn't trust you." He hissed.

"I tried my best, Hiccup. I tried to warn you about her so you would know what to do to _avoid_ it." The voice morphed as it spoke growing deeper, shedding its gravelly tone for a more caustic sound. "Saving yourself and your sanity. But now, with your stupid pride and need to help others, you've made your plight. Some people just won't be helped."

Easing his way up to the tree where the branch is just above Hiccup's shoulder, he rests one shoulder against the trunk, while Hadrian's tall from sits on the branch, cross-legged.

"My conscience wants me to do what's right for everyone else." Hiccup says.

"What about you?" Hadrian asks. "Don't you ever do anything for yourself?"

"I'm going to be chief soon, Hadrian." Hiccup pauses after his own words, then when he speaks again, it's like he's making a confession. "I guess putting others before myself is a force of habit. It's how I was raised." Hiccup lower his head. "The needs of the people outweigh my own."

"So what, you're going to just give up to Jolene?" Hadrian asks.

"No, it's just-"

"Giving yourself up to her would be easier than fighting all throughout the village. Crashing into homes and breaking roofs." Hadrian interrupts him, taunting him. "Spare everyone the damage."

"But then she'll win."

"But it would be better for everyone." Hadrian's thin shadow, cast from the sun, fell long over Hiccup.

"Yeah, but it'll only be worse because Jolene will be more powerful." Hiccup argues.

"But she won't haunt the village, or harm your family and friends. Because she'll have you."

"But then she'll have won." Hiccup said.

Before Hiccup could argue any further, the sudden understanding of Hadrian's sudden argument clicked in his head. Hadrian jumps down from the branch and Hiccup takes one step back. Hadrian doesn't grow closer, instead, he stays where he is, giving Hiccup his space.

"Hiccup, you're going to be the next chief of Berk. A leader of a whole new generation of Vikings." He preaches. "It's time you start creating your own rules and ways instead of following the others. You beat tradition once, you can do it again."

Hiccup looks to Hadrian, but as Hiccup opened his mouth, a screech echoed through the woods. Both boys turn their heads in the direction to find Toothless hurdling towards them. He stops short of the two and rears his head, roaring in urgency.

"What's up bud?" Hiccup asks, anxiety growing.

Toothless only roars and shifts for Hiccup to get on.

"It's the village. We need to get back." Hiccup turns to Hadrian.

Hiccup watched as Hadrian transformed again. He shrank, contorting, his wiry frame turning murky through wisps of violet until he emerged once more as a large black bird. The he flapped his wings, and circling Hiccup and Toothless, shot through the branches of the trees.

The village came into sight, a thick cloud of smoke bellowing up from a house at the far peak. Villagers stood in a mass of confusion and fear, eyes darting back and forth. As they approached the source, located at the Square, once they got into sight, Hadrian cawed frantically and suddenly blocked Hiccup and Toothless way. Hiccup healed Toothless and they hovered for a moment.

Confused, Hiccup turned to look ahead of him. Between the feeders at the epicenter of the Square, a pulsating ivy blue light hovered in midair. He followed its path with his eyes, his gaze stopping on the hem of gossamer veils.

Jolene. Lilith. She glided amid the villagers, who, Hiccup noticed, were just starting to run in fear one her destructiveness overpowered her beauty.

Hadrian's human form appeared suddenly at his side. "Look out!" he growled, shoving them aside.

A hissing sound pierced Hiccup's ears as a demon came sailing between them. Hadrian, his arm as quick as a striking cobra, grasped the demon by the neck and slammed the creature to the ground, where it shattered on impact, a look of shock registering on its face the instant before it smashed apart.

Several villagers squealed and shrank back from the commotion. They could see them, the demons. The could see Jolene.

"Hadrian!" Hiccup gasped, pointing. Behind him, another demon formed through a cloud of violet murk. Hadrian whirled, taking a swipe with one arm, his movements precise, practiced. His attack sailed through the violet mist, and, laughing, the demon slid away. Another swooped in to take its place, scraping its claws at Hadrian's chest, while yet a third formed through the air, its crimson claws raised.

Hiccup and Toothless shot the demon with a plasma blast at the demon that was poised to strike. It fumbled back in loops before it regained its focus. It growled, but at the sight of Hiccup, it screeched in terror and dissipated. Hiccup heard an echoing shriek from somewhere to his right, followed by another smash. Then the head of the demon that clawed at Hadrian, now free of its body, rolled to a stop at Fishlegs' feet, its sockets hollow and void.

Hiccup swooped Toothless down, and dismounting he brought his foot down, crushing the face in.

The remaining demons wailed in terror, and as one, they receded, flitting apart as they took their bird forms. Their dark wings whisked them up and higher, until they reached the branches of the barren trees, where they perched. There they squawked and hopped, their caws ringing in their throats like curses.

Hiccup glanced up in time to see Hadrian make a wobbly landing, holding his cheek. Then his hand lowered and Hiccup saw a smear of red.

Blood.

"Hiccup!" called a familiar voice.

Hiccup turned and saw Astrid running up to him. His shield in one hand, and the others on their dragons behind them.

Astrid hands Hiccup his shield. "Thanks."

Somewhere in the crowd, a girl screamed. Everyone began to take notice, to shrink back from the visage of Jolene. At her feet lay one of the Viking women, her pale blue tunic spotted with crimson. Beneath her, the snow slowly grew red as a pool of blood spread itself out. Her face oozed, glistening red from the pores.

A man, possibly her husband screamed her name. Hiccup didn't catch it as he gazed at the horror. Without thinking, he turned and ran for Hadrian who was making his way toward the group of Vikings.

"Hadrian!" he calls. Once they meet up, Hiccup urgently asks him. "How do I fight her?"

Astrid follow behind while Fishlegs and Snotlout round up the villagers. Stoick and Gobber practically herding them into the Great Hall.

"You're the Valkyrie, you tell me." He says.

Hiccup growls in annoyance and tries to think. His hands suddenly disappear inside the folds of his vest. There was a scrape of metal, and in the next moment, his hands emerged. In each, he now brandished a short curved blade. A pair of silver cutlasses. They glinted in a pass of reflective ice. Without a further word, Hiccup slung his shield over his back and turned from the group of Vikings.

Astrid looked to Hadrian, and with a nod, she mounted Stormfly and went to aid the others in rounding the villagers and fighting off Jolene's demons. Behind Hadrian could hear her shout, "Guys, we need to finish these freaks!"

Hiccup, his gait measured and assured, he walked a straight line for Jolene.

"Hey Jolene!"

Alerted, the glow in the phantom's eyes brightened like hell-fire, and she turned to greet Hiccup.

A demon was closing in on a mother and a child when Fishlegs blsted it with a lava blast. Another, crawling on the roof of a home, was shish-kabobbed as Stormfly shot her spines at it. Hookfang hovered over the Plaza and fired at a trio scrambling like cockroaches across the cobblestone. Once the last villager was safely in the Great Hall, Stoick rushed with Gobber to the Square, there the young Vikings stood off to the side, watching as for a single moment, the two figures, one from the dreamworld and one from reality stood opposite each other.

Jolene eased herself down so her veils lightly brushed the dirt beneath her. She was dark beauty perfected, her cheekbones high and regal. Her skin held the sheen of stardust and her hair, dark, massy waves of silk, seemed to float about her like a black halo. It was her eyes though, that held Hiccup so completely transfixed. Fringed with dark lashes, twin wells of bottomless ink, they trapped him, and he found himself no longer able to blink.

Like a gorgeous nightmare.

"Hiccup," she suddenly spoke, her melodic tone hypnotizing. "I've been watching you ever since the night you trapped your demon."

Hiccup didn't say a word. He merely cautioned his steps as he rounded the specter. Jolene pivoted where she stood, and the white gauze swirled tighter around her form, like the grab of a mummy.

"At first, you were just another coal added to the fire. Furl for me, and I'd have had reason to thank you. Then your dreams changed." Underneath the gauze, her head tilted to one side and her delicate brow knitted, as though she did not quite understand this observation. "Uninvited, they invaded the corners of your subconsciousness and intruded on _our_ time. Their mere images became a nuisance, a distraction." Her open palm snapped shut into a hard fist. "Before, it was not _I_ who was the ghost, but them. And so I set them for you while they still could obey. They were, after all, yet an uncertainty in your thoughts. They would have had you too that night too, if not for the aid and protection of your guardian."

_Hadrian._

It only took Hiccup a second to realize that she was talking about the night that Hadrian had visited him. Warned him about the danger ahead.

"In the end, however, you shall have little to thank your secretive friend for," Jolene said. "In time, I shall discover him, and he will soon find out that I have a special fate for those Lost Souls who betray me."

"Why are you doing this? Why me?" Hiccup demanded.

"I told you. You're not like the others." She answers almost wistfully, and floated closer to Hiccup. "You're special, even in regard to those who have come before you." Jolene continued. "Like them, you hold the ability to draw powers from the millions of living things around you. The only thing that you lack, if control. That in itself it what makes you so perfect. Your lack is what gives me strength, whatever you can't control, I take and make my own. Don't you see, we balance on another out. We help each other."

"You just want to use me." Hiccup snarled. The grip on his sword tightening.

"It doesn't have to end this way. It appears to me that we've been pitted against each other by outsiders. Why? When we both have something the other wants?"

"I'm not giving in to you." He said. His footsteps took him backwards.

Jolene laughed, a soft and almost melodic sound, haunting and even beautiful. "Do you not see that you yourself now something of far greater value?"

"What?" Hiccup blurted, his mind unable to wrap around her meaning.

"You have become a link between realms. Together we would have free rein over all, for I know all routes and you, dreamer, hold the ability to traverse them. I would no longer need an ending. Why, when we would live forever? Bound as one with you, I would no longer have any hold over your men."

Hiccup began to notice his arms slowly lowering, his body relaxing at Jolene's smooth voice.

"Take my hand, Hiccup." She whispered, and raised her whit palm. "Come with me."

Hiccup felt his hand lift. It was free of the sword.

The pull of those eyes was magnetic, a force that couldn't be fought or resisted. She was so beautiful Hiccup paused, his fingers hovering just over the cold set of white ones.

This was how she lured the others.

Then thought came to him suddenly, buoying to the surface through a deep and cloudy sea of confusion doubt, and longing. How easy it must have been for her, he thought. She'd made promises to them just like this. Only she had promised Hiccup more. So much more.

Like a serpent, this demon had coiled and nested into those empty and cavernous spaces of Hiccup's heart. Like a harpy, she had preyed on his absolute alones – on his need for love.

Hiccup blinked at last. His fingers twitched and retracted.

This witch had nothing to offer him. She had no spell to cast, not while Hiccup knew it was all a façade.

Hiccup's gaze faced directly onto her. "I will never give to you."

Those black eyes widened in shock.

When the tension between them broke into movements, it was like watching a battle for light between moths. Cloaks whispered and curled. A blade flashed. Like jagged leaves stirred by a storm, they swept round each other, neither landing a blow, yet each of them whirling in a perpetual fury of motion.

One of Hiccup's blades caught the veil of Jolene. The stardust fabric fell partially back, revealing a head and torso that might as well have belonged to a skeleton. Ribs strained to break the tight yellow skin that clung to the creature's body like wet cloth.

Above, along the trees, an audience of demons crowed and rasped frenziedly in their bird forms. They hopped the length of the braches and followed the fight with the beady, bloodthirsty eyes, as though anxious to join in yet too afraid to swoop down and add their own blows.

A whoosh sound, a great rushing of air, came from the center of the open space. Like a house of cards, Jolene collapsed in on herself, swallowed whole by the ground. She left in her way a soft luminescent stain. In the next instant she emerged from behind Hiccup, rearing him like an all-consuming shadow.

As though by a magnetic force, Hiccup's blades were swept out from his grip. In midair they turned on him. Hiccup whirled around.

"Hiccup!" Astrid screamed.

Suddenly a shadow zoomed to Hiccup, and Hadrian jolted up just in time to accept the thrust of both into his chest.

A collective scream arose from the mass of onlookers, Hiccup's shrill cry among theirs.

"No!" He howled.

He was forced to leap aside as Jolene drove Hadrian forcefully back. He plowed hard into the dirt ground and slid, unconscious, to a halt. Hiccup broke forward into a run.

"Hadrian!" he screeched, landing on his knees at his side.

What should he do? Her hands fluttered uselessly over him, like a stupefied butterflies. He reached for the blades but then snatched his hands back. His gaze fell to the smoothness of his lips, a fissure from the hole in his cheek disappearing into one corner. Was reviving him even an option at this point?

Hadrian's eyes popped open, and Hiccup yelped. Hadrian glared up at him past the tips of his hair and, with each hand, grabbed both blades by the hilt. He yanked them from his chest in one clean motion. Gray ash poured out from the would-be wounds like sand. Then the openings closed over, and all traces of damage vanished into the blackness of his clothes.

Hiccup gaped.

Without a word, he launched himself up from the floor. Blades crossed, he charged, then drove them into Jolene's back, stopping her approach toward a group of retreating girls. The demon arched and howled – a sound like a hundred baying hounds. In a wrenching motion, Hadrian uncrossed the blades in a clean swipe. They sliced through, and Jolene dispersed with a shriek, transformed into a thin pale blue murk that slapped the floor.

There was a moment of reprieve.

The shadow on the floor pooled and writhed. It gathered itself, and like a phantom emerging from its grave, Jolene rose, whole once again. Her onyx eyes flashed rage.

Like everyone else, Hiccup stood rooted to the spot, mesmerized by the otherworldly battle taking place before him. At least until one of Hadrian's blades sailed in his direction. It pierced the floor right next to his foot. Hiccup jumped, staggering back.

"Hiccup run!" Hadrian boomed.

Thinking he shouldn't wait to see if he'd send the other one after him, he turned and sped pell-mell through the throng of people. He shoved and nudged his way past countless empty stares from innumerable others.

But where could he go?

The answer came when something caught his foot, and he tripped. He met the floor palms-first with a smack.

"Whoops. Need a hand?"

That voice. Hiccup twisted around to find him hovering over him, the hollow jagged portion of his lost arm held out to him. "Oh wait," Scrimshaw said, withdrawing the lacking appendage. "Already gave you one of those today, didn't I?"

Hiccup pushed up from the floor, ready to run. He shoved him down again with one foot. Hiccup fell with a sharp gasp of pain, and he flipped Hiccup to sprawl onto his back. A squall of fluttering appeared behind him, and one by one, the other demons took their true forms until, like a flock of ravenous vultures, they encircled him.

With one foot, Scrimshaw trapped his outstretched arm against the floor. With his remaining hand, and to the delight of the others, he lifted something curved, sharp, and gleaming to rest on his shoulder. Hiccup's eyes widened at the sight of his cutlass, the one Hadrian had thrown at him. Only now did he realize that he must have meant for him to take it, only now did he see how stupid he'd been for leaving it there, open for grabs.

"Well." Scrimshaw sighted, twisting the blade, letting it catch the light. "You know what they say – eye for an eye and all that."

The demon barked with raucous laughter.

In a moment of brilliance, Hiccup remembered his magic.

"_Reptilicous!"_ he shouted. And in an instant, Scrimshaw stopped laughing.

Both watched as the sword momentarily writhed and wriggled in his grip, the color of the hilt seeping upward and shaping into scales. A deadly cobra hissed and bared its fangs at Scrimshaw. He drops the snake with a yelp of horror. The snake falls to the ground, hissing, and coiling around Hiccup's ankle.

Hiccup's eyes closed in concentration, when the opened the next instant, they glowed an eerie green. His hands conjured up a green mist-like halo around them, and as he pressed them flat to the ground, he shouted. _"Siempre Verde Crecer!"_

The glowing mist melted into the ground and as Scrimshaw went to dive for the deathblow, in a blink, thick throne branches burst from the ground, showing bits of dirt and clay in their path. They jerked and twitched as they grew around Hiccup, gripping Scrimshaw by the waist and enveloping him in shackles of prickled vines.

The snake soon morphed back to the cutlass and Hiccup pushed to his feet, snatching it as he dashed for Hadrian and Jolene.

"Hiccup!" He heard Astrid shout, but his focus only remained on slaying the witch that was fighting his Doppelganger.

His speed increased as he saw Jolene extended out a hand in a claw-like form and her nails suddenly launched at Hadrian like javelins. Hadrian leaped out of the way and actually ran along the bridge of fingernails, the tip of the cutlass pointed for Jolene's skull. Hiccup felt his heart sink as he saw her smile for a brief second, then out of nowhere, a shadow springs from behind her and tackles Hadrian to the ground.

After the cloud of dirt billows away, Hiccup tried to see what it was while not losing sight of his intended target. It was some kind of mutated wolf-like creature. Its skin held a strange glow to it. Almost like purple lava, along with captured stars of the night are circling and slowly swirling through its body, like ink in water.

The mutant wolf gripped Hadrian's wrist in its mouth and began to violently whip it back and forth, intending on ripping it from its place. Hiccup suddenly stopped, and pivoted as he saw Hadrian rip it free and grab an abandoned axe from behind and stabbed it into the intersection of the creature's head, at its jaw just in front of the ear.

Continuing on his designated path toward Jolene, who was kept distracted by Astrid and Stoick, as Hadrian fought off two more oncoming mutants. Hiccup readied the blade as he charged Jolene. She suddenly turned and Hiccup had to leap out of the way as he hand whipped around, releasing a fireball the size of a Terrible Terror's egg. It crashed into the roof of Gobber's blacksmith's shop, blooming into a blossom of fire.

Hiccup leapt high, nearly flying as he flipped the blade of the sword out, and readied to drive it into her chest. Jolene sneered and suddenly slid out of the way. Hiccup pushed his feet out to ready for the harsh impact of the ground, but it never came. He opened his eyes and found himself hovering in the air, leveled with Jolene. Her eyes burning with rage.

As Hiccup charges, she suddenly descends with a quick drop and vanishes into the ground. Hiccup lands squarely on his feet. He looks around and sees nothing. A cry of pain calls his attention. Looking over he finds Hadrian against four other hounds.

"Hiccup!" Astrid calls. She runs up and hands Hiccup his shield, though he was completely unaware he had dropped it.

He exchanges it for the cutlass and readies an arrow as he readies it into crossbow form. With a clean shot, one dog dies instantly. The one that was next to it turns and snarls, baring its teeth in hatred. As one attacks and sinks its teeth into Hadrian's shoulder, another leaps toward Hiccup, only to be blasted by Toothless.

Shooting the one on Hadrian's shoulder, Hadrian finishes the other ready to pounce with a stab to the throat. Once they're all dead, Hiccup drops his shield and rushes to Hadrian's aid. Just as he was about to collapse, Hiccup swipes under and manages to wrap one arm around his shoulder.

"Hadrian, are you okay?" He asks.

"I will, just give me a minute." He answers.

Astrid and the others including Stoick run over to the two as Hiccup helps to support Hadrian.

"Hiccup, where did Jolene go?" Astrid asks.

"I don't know. She refused to fight me. She just vanished."

"Why wouldn't she fight you? Isn't it you she wants?" Fishlegs asks.

"That's precisely why she won't attack you." Hadrian chimed in. He steadies himself on his own feet and holds his hand to his chest. "She wants your energy. So she can't risk hurting you."

"Where did she go?" Astrid asks.

"Who knows." Hadrian answers. "Probably somewhere dark and secluded so no one can find her."

Suddenly, Hadrian pivots and turns.

"Hadrian?" Hiccup questions.

Hadrian ignores him and readies the cutlass. Hoarse whispers rose up from just below their feet, a sound like dry leaves crackling over a fire. At first they started low. So low that Hiccup couldn't be certain of what the sound was or that he was even hearing it at all. But then the voices became clearer, hissing through the crack in the ground. Something laughed. A fast shadow moved, darting like an animal.

Hiccup gripped his shield. "What is it?"

Hadrian cautiously moved forward, positioning himself in front of Hiccup. "They've found us."

A small light, white and crystalline, like the light Hiccup had seen in the woodlands, appeared in a wink at the cobblestone. It traveled along the crack slowly, back and forth, as though probing for a way out. There was a sound, like the slip of gauze fabric over the dirt floor, and Hiccup found himself fighting the urge to scream. Then the white light blinked out.

"What's going on?" Hiccup asked.

"Hiccup listen to me," Hadrian said turning. His stare broke from ahead and Hiccup looked into his eyes as he spoke. "Look for a way to the Rose Garden. When you're there, find the door. You'll know it when you see it. Go through it and don't wait for me. Don't trust anything you see."

"What? But . . . I-I don't understand."

Hadrian shook him. "Promise me!"

"Hadrian, I-"

Hiccup's voice caught in his throat, seized into silence as he watched Hadrian's eyes dilate, the pinprick of fear at their core expanding, consuming the green of his irises until nothing remained. Nothing except for two black coin-size holes.

Hiccup felt a tremble start all over. He reached for him but stopped short as black-to-purple wisps of cloudlike ink, like a thousand crawling insects, whispered out from behind his shoulders. The darkness surrounded him, growing thicker, clamoring to take hold of him, like the unlimited tentacles of some formless wraith. The wisps wrapped his shoulders, his arms. A pair of blindingly white hands emerged from within the churning void. Like talons, they clung to his chest. Jolene's white face appeared in a flash over Hadrian's shoulder – her eyes two empty sockets.

Panicked, Hiccup reached for Hadrian. He caught his arm, and for a moment they held each other tightly.

"Find the door." Hadrian said. Then he let him go.

"No!"

With a hiss of shadows he fell backward, into the open wound of darkness. His arm slipped from Hiccup's hands despite Hiccup's desperate fight to keep hold, and then the blackness folded over him, swallowing him, knitting together until it was gone and he with it.

"_Hadrian!"_


	15. Chapter 15

**~Hey guys! Sorry, i forgot to add a part to this chapter so i had to re-do it. Sorry about that. Xxx~**

* * *

><p>With knees pressed to the ground, his fingers du within the mixture of ash and dirt, Hiccup's eyes remained focused on the exact spot where Jolene had taken Hadrian. Unblinking, he stares at the ground, hoping that if he concentrated enough, Hadrian will billow up in a cloud of violet wisps and reform whole. Safe.<p>

But Hiccup knew better than to wish for something so miraculous.

He was gone.

Now trapped in a perilous dreamworld – a treacherous and desolate realm where reality cease to exist.

The moment after Hadrian was taken prisoner, Hiccup collapsed to the ground and unleashed an ungodly howl of pain and agony. The word 'no' faintly reaching everyone's ears.

He doesn't know how long he's been staring at the ground, but it couldn't have been that long because the pool of blood left by the unfortunate woman who got attacked still remains a puddle a few feet to Hiccup's left.

Toothless coos in concern and nudges Hiccup's shoulder, but he doesn't respond. Stoick had ordered a few villagers to pick up the body, and he promised the man she'll have a proper burial. Curling his fingers, Hiccup bites the inside of his lip, soon he tastes blood.

A hand on his shoulder causes him to blink. "Hiccup," his father's voice softly says. "I've sent out several villagers to scour the village. We will help him, we'll get him back."

Hiccup doesn't say anything, his eyes simply flick to the dirt as more shadows gather around him. He drops his head lower.

"It doesn't matter." He mumbles. "We're never getting him back."

"Come on, Hiccup" Fishlegs' voice speaks. "Don't think like that. We just need to find out where she went and we can take her dow-"

"You just don't get it!" Hiccup snaps. Springing up from his spot, he whirls to face the group of Vikings. "Any of you! We are never getting him back! Even if we find him, he won't be the same! Never again."

Hiccup lowers his head, eyes staring sightlessly at the dirt floor.

"Jolene has him. He betrayed her. And you heard her, I know you did. She'll torture him, brainwash him, anything to make him pay. And it's all my fault."

"Hiccup," Astrid takes a timid step forward. "He chose to come to you despite the circumstances. It was his own choice. He knew what was going to happen."

"And that's why we need to find him and help him." Stoick adds.

"I thought you didn't care." Hiccup coldly states as he makes eye contact with his father.

"I didn't at first, only because I didn't trust him, but after this, he's earned some back." Stoick states.

Hiccup makes a ghost of a smile as he turns back around.

"Grandmamma's already working on a spell that can transfer you to the dreamrealm and find Jolene." Fishlegs says, to this, Hiccup turns with a flicker of hope on his face. "She's searching all the books to help you."

Hiccup doesn't say anything, but instead looks to his father. For a split second, they stare at one another before Stoick nods. "I told her to have it ready by tomorrow night. Hopefully she won't be too tired."

The smile on Hiccup's face was genuine as he catapulted himself into his father. "Thank you, Dad."

With the sun setting over the horizon, casting everything in a reddish-pink glow of light Stoick orders everyone to bed and to bolt the doors. Knowing he won't get any sleep tonight, Hiccup decided to stay up late and scrounge through the spellbook Grandmamma gave him.

"There has to be a way to get him back." Hiccup mumbles to himself.

He flips through the pages of the small spells and incantations. Nothing seemed as though it would work. Hiccup had even drawn a circle of salt around him to prep for transportation. But nothing came up that would prove useful. Nonetheless, Hiccup flipped over and over in the book to reread spell.

Toothless soon came upstairs and pushed aside Hiccup's hands.

"No, no Toothless. I can't take a break." Hiccup tells the Night Fury. "I need to find a way to save Hadrian."

Toothless coos in reply. And he nuzzles Hiccup's cheek. In turn, Hiccup put down the book and grasped the dragons' head in an embrace. Hiccup sniffs and he feels Toothless' forked tongue flick his cheek.

With a simple pat, Toothless circles Hiccup a couple times before nestling down next to him. His head resting on Hiccup's thigh.

Despite the sting in his eyes to close them, Hiccup tried his best to try something.

Until finally the fatigue overtook him and he went to sleep with the book in his hand, and Toothless encircled around him. The moment his head went against the end board, he slept.

A soft scraping noise made Hiccup open his eyes.

He scanned the outline of his skylight but saw no movement within their ranks. Listening, he heard only the high, keening whistle of the wind as it whipped along the sides of his house.

Hiccup rubbed one eye with the back of his hand. He turned his head to see if Toothless was still asleep, only to find him gone.

"Toothless?" he called into the darkness, which seemed to eat the syllables right out of his mouth.

There was no answer.

_A dream?_ Impossible. He couldn't have fallen asleep. He'd only shut his eyes for a moment.

Hiccup pushed to his feet and made his way downstairs. The house was casted in a dim grey tone, everything dank and abandoned.

The sudden sound of soft humming caused Hiccup to flinch. He squinted through the gloom toward where the door leading to the rear of the house now stood ajar.

A dim blue light emanated from the slight gap, lighting a path through the obstacle course of furniture.

"H-Hadrian?" Hiccup called, louder than before. Again, he received no response.

The melody, as though drifting up from the depths of some fathomless well, continued to echo through the house.

It was the same song that had filtered through the trees of the woodlands. The same collection of notes that had echoed in his skull numerous times. It was the lullaby he'd heard playing within the depths of his mind, squeezing tis way to the forefront of his mind.

Hiccup began to move in the direction of the humming. He stopped as soon as the toes of his boot met with the edge of the slanted porcelain-blue shaft of light that spilled from the door. Hesitating, held in place by his own indecision, he wondered if he dared looks inside.

Did he even have a choice?

Maybe, he thought, he should do something to try and wake himself. If he cried out, would Toothless hear him and be able to rouse him?

While Hiccup deliberated, the humming beyond the door grew stronger, the melody rising and falling in its familiarly haunting and melancholy pattern.

Curiosity overriding his trepidation, Hiccup took his first step into the blue light, where the coldness of the winter seemed to intensify. A draft rose up around him, sending a chill through to his bones, as though every spirit trapped within had decided to come out and watch him approach.

But toward what? Or whom?

One tenuous step after another brought Hiccup closer and closer to the door until he stood just beside it.

The door swung inward at his slightest touch, making no sound as it moved.

Where he knew he should have found the cold night and the back of his house, Hiccup instead discovered himself suddenly within the confines of a large marble crypt.

Slats of blue-gray light funneled down from high square windows, each no larger than a letter-size envelope. Inside, the smell was dry and sharp, like burnt paper. Countless broken and misshapen faces stared sightlessly down at Hiccup from their perches along marble shelves lining the four all walls. At the front of the crypt, an iron door stood ajar. Backed by blue-tinted stained glass, the door was the source of the sapphire light, which fell like a translucent gauze over the crypt's centerpiece – an elevated stone tomb.

Atop the tomb, chiseled in polished marble, lay the carving of a beautiful woman, her eyes closed in death, her cold stone hands fastened around an equally frozen bouquet of roses. Hiccup knew he had seen that face before, had watched it emerge from the unfolding blackness that had claimed Hadrian.

The woman's hair, like that of a sorceress, lay spread around her head. It draped over the sides of the sarcophagus in long, coiling tendrils. Her marble dress, heavy and flowing, like the inaugural gown of a queen, spilled from either side of the elevated tomb while the embellished train fell in gentle folds along the stairs leading down from the base. The pleats and endless ripples in the marble garment gave the illusion of softness, her face the illusion of life. It was as if at any moment Hiccup could expect to see her chest rise and fall with the intake and release of breath. Perhaps the most disturbing element about the tomb, however, was that the impossibly heavy lid had been shifted open.

Hiccup didn't dare climb the steps and peer inside, knowing that the only thing worse than finding a withered body within would be not finding one.

He wadded instead through the crypt until he reached the gate. He grasped the side of the iron and tugged inward. With a screech for each pull, the door gave inch by inch until it yielded a space big enough for him to slide through. He eased out, and pushed the door shut.

Outside, gray ash coated the ground of a silent neighborhood. Flecks of white sifted from the purple sky, falling through the arid atmosphere to gather like snow atop the countless crooked roofs. An enormous brickwork house, simple in comparison to the ones Hadrian showed Hiccup.

A small concrete porch led up to a front door, shaded by a simple verandah, which was itself supported by a row of painted white pillars. The front door, done in an opaque gold stained-glass design, shimmered a satiny dim yellow in the late afternoon sunlight.

As Hiccup entered, his footsteps echoed against the polished wood floor. Hiccup craned his head, awed at the incredible height of the ceiling. Someone must like old-fashioned boats, he thought, his eyes finding first the model of what he thought might be a schooner, perched on a long hallway table, and then a large painting depicting a ship being tossed around on a stormy sea.

His footsteps went mute as they sank into plush gold and black carpeting, which trailed all the way up a grand staircase tucked against the wall to his left. To his right was an open living room area with tall, sliding wooden doors. Inside, a fireplace played the role of centerpiece. The walls were lined with shelves decorated with colorful glass knickknacks and more boats. Tall floor candelabrums with fancy flat bowls accented the space. The lamp especially, Hiccup thought, gave the room a very "look but don't touch" feel.

He walked down the hallway, stopping when he came to a second, larger room to his right. This one was another no-touchy, done in antique gold and soft pinks with hardwood inlay floor, heavy draperies, and fancy old chairs. In one corner, like a squat gentlemen in a tuxedo, stood a polished black piano.

As he stepped in the room, it felt almost as though he were crossing through a portal, leaving one century behind for another. He strode toward the piano, carefully stepping around a low table with spindly legs. He moved to stand behind the instrument, where he let his fingers trial the keys. Picking one somewhere in the middle, he pressed it softly.

The note – out of tune – boomed around him.

Hiccup jerked his arm back. His elbow plowed into the shelf behind him, knocking over a picture frame. He swung around, picked up the photo – and froze when he found himself staring into the intense gaze of a green-eyed, brown-haired boy, in his teen years at most. The realistic painting, drawn from the shoulders up, showed the boy dressed in a blue tunic, and a black vest. His gaze seemed to be fixed in an almost-scowl at the painter, like he was indignant at the idea of having his face painted. Faint half circles underlined the boys' eyes, giving him the look of being prematurely world-weary. Hiccup brought the picture closer, searching that face for traces of the boy he knew.

Turning, he places the framed painting back on the bookshelf. At the sound of feet approaching from the hall, Hiccup turned back to the piano quickly, pretending he was distracted by its beauty, allowing his fingers to ghost over the keys again.

The footsteps came right up to the edge of the doorway, and stopped. No one stepped out. Hiccup looked up and only saw a flash of black out of the corner as it darted across. His heart did a triple set as he thought he saw a flick of jade green. He walked out and felt his heart hitch in his throat as he found a black silhouette waiting for him on the stairs, one hand poised on the banister.

In a blink, it zipped up the stairs.

He climbed after it, the fingers of his hand sliding along the mahogany banister. His eyes focused on the apparition. After another short, silent spurt of stairs, he reached the second floor landing, which gave way to a cloister of rooms. When he saw it mount the stairs again, though, he knew this would not be their stop. They traipsed higher yet. Here the carpet ended, and they tromped on naked wood, the sound echoing through the house. They reached yet another tiny landing, a window stamped into the wall to his left. Hiccup quirked and eyebrow at the view through this tiny portal one that showed him little more than the detail of a neighboring brickwork.

They rounded one final corner. With an internal grown, he saw that here, the next staircase, set slightly apart, seemed to slant more steeply and grow even more narrow, the individual steps themselves somehow thicker and taller. This staircase reached up toward a single narrow door. The burn in his thighs intensified as they climbed again.

Reaching the top of the stairs, Hiccup stepped over the threshold into a bedroom. Shadows gathered in pockets despite the room's two windows, while above him, the ceiling pitched and slanted upward like the roof of a tent. A time-eaten mauve color wrapped the walls. Large purple curtains snapped and stirred in the breeze. Outside the window, a tangled outline of naked black tree limbs scratched at a churning backdrop of ominous gray-purple clouds. Centered in a pool of yellow light, he could see a plush purple chair. Bookshelves stuffed with dust-caked tomes lined the walls, and on a nearby table sat an old-fashioned oil lamp. Dimly lit, it was a partial source of the overlay of yellow light. The other contributor was the bed of fading embers glowing low within the enormous fireplace in front of the purple chair.

And the edge of one black boot.

Hiccup thought about calling out, but what if it was just another trick? Another illusion? And if it wasn't Hadrian in that chair, then it had to be one of Jolene's demons . . . or something worse. He looked at the hand that rested on the velvet-covered armrest. A familiar hand gripped it with curled fingers. Hiccup's eyes traveled up the black sleeve. His head down, Hadrian sat staring at the purple carpet in front of him, his black hair drawn around his face. Startled at the sight of him, Hiccup released a gasp.

Hadrian's head jerked in the direction of the sound. Hiccup opened his mouth, but stopped short of calling out to him, the fear of it being someone else still lingering like a spider on his back.

In the chair, Hadrian say nearly folded over, his face buried in his hands.

Hiccup took the chance. "Hadrian," he whispered.

His gaze turned slowly toward him. His black eyes met with Hiccup's. His face, so white, so drawn, seemed like that of a ghost.

"Hadrian?" Hiccup called again, this time louder. "Hadrian, it's me, Hiccup."

"Hiccup," he said simply, his voice a monotone.

"Yes. It's me."

"Hiccup is gone," he said, turning to stare into the fireplace. The fading embers within cast a low orange glow across his face. "I left him behind. He'd never come back simply for me."

"No. I did. I did, for you." Hiccup drew closer.

He reached the edge of the chair and gingerly placed his fingertips at the very edge of the armrest, barely touching Hadrian's arm as he kneeled to his side.

"Please. Come back with me."

"I can't." Hadrian mumbled. "Even if you were real, I can't go back."

"Hadrian. Look at me. I _am_ real. I came to find you. I don't know how I got here, but I don't' care. I'm taking you back home with me. It's me - I can prove it."

The muted bang of a door diverted his attention for a brief moment, tearing his eyes away from Hadrian. When he looked back, he started, his heart leaping almost painfully in his chest.

Hadrian was standing, standing before him. His black eyes rested on Hiccup. His bruised face, wan and void of emotion, seemed almost alien in the dim light.

"You're a dream," he said. "Just like everything else."

Hiccup frowned. He reached his hand out. "Touch me." He said. "I'm real. Even if this is a dream, I'm not."

He felt Hadrian's fingers, light as dust, trace his palm. They left in their wake a prickling sensation that made his skin seem almost to vibrate.

Hiccup could not have stopped himself if he'd tried. Now as he closed the distance between them. Not as he sprang to wrap his arms around Hadrian's neck. Not as he pressed himself to his frame, to prove that he was real. Hadrian in turn clung fast to Hiccup, tightened his hold on him, felt the realness of him in the fabric of his familiar green tunic, in the warmth of his body.

Hiccup pulled back to look up at him, reached to touch the purple bruise beneath his left eye, the angry split of skin above his lip. Hiccup's brow furrowed. Jolene. But how could that be? Hiccup watched her take Hadrian hours ago. Then again, this was a dreamworld, for all he knew, a few hours could have felt like months, maybe years.

"Hadrian." Hiccup kept his voice measured. "I need to get you out of here. You're coming with me."

"_Why?"_ he snapped.

'Because," hiccup said with a gasp, unable to fathom the source of his question, or his tone. "Because you deserve better than this."

Hadrian turned his head and looked away from Hiccup, back into the fireplace.

"Listen." Hiccup gripped his hand. "We'll fix it, okay? We'll find a way."

"It's too late for me." It was scarcely a whisper.

"Don't say that! There is a way. If it's us together, me and you, then there's a way. Okay? We got through the fight, didn't we? Even though everything went wrong. Hadrian?"

His eyes regarded Hiccup once more, and this time Hiccup searched them for his reflection, for any evidence of light. But they returned only a blackness so pure, so frighteningly bottomless, that it took all of Hiccup's willpower not to turn away.

"Say okay. Please?"

Hadrian stared at him.

"Please. Say that you know I'm coming back for you. For me?"

Hadrian looked down.

Hiccup shook his head. "Don't you believe me?" Hiccup's eyes stung with the threat of tears. He could hardly stand to see Hadrian this way. It was as though the Hadrian he knew had been consumed, replaced by this husk of despair, his soul recessed so deeply within that no light could reach it. If there was only some way Hiccup could prove that it was the real him who stood before Hadrian, and not some phantom imposter. If only he had something to give hi, some sort of proof. Or just something to leave him with. A token. A promise. Anything as long as it was something as real and solid as him.

Hiccup dug through the pockets of his vest, fingers fumbling, grasping for something to give him.

Then his hands stopped on the ribbon he'd left in his pocket. He let his fingers follow the smooth satin fabric to the embroidery of his mother's initials. With nimble fingers, he fished it out and it slipped free with a soft whisper.

"Here." Hiccup said. Reaching toward Hadrian, he offered him the ribbon. "Take this." Hiccup said. "It's mine, and I'm coming back for it, so _don't_ lose it. You have to hold onto it. You have to keep it safe. For me. Do you understand?"

At first Hadrian only stared at the ribbon, but then he lifted one of those elegant hands to touch the fabric. Then their fingers brushed as he slowly puled the satin free, winding it around his own hand. As Hiccup drew back, he saw his fingers curl around it in a fist. Clutching it, something within him seemed to stir. His brow furrowed in confusion, as if there were something about the violet ribbon now encircling his hand that he couldn't quite understand.

"Hiccup?" Hadrian called to him in a whisper.

Hiccup nodded, a powerful spark of hope igniting his chest as he took Hadrian's wrapped hand in both of his. An urgent feeling started to crawl over him, feeling as though he were running out of time. He embraced Hadrian once again, took in the scent of him – a concentrated dose of spice and incense that sent his mind reeling.

"Hold on," Hiccup said as he edged backwards, but kept Hadrian's hands in his.

He could hardly stand the thought of leaving him there, alone. He couldn't let him die or continue to be tortured like this. Whatever was happening to him, he had to make it stop. But his body suddenly began to grow more and more anxious.

"Hold on and wait. For me."

The world suddenly morphed into a blur.

"Hiccup!"

"I'll be back, I promise!"

These last words echoed through the vertigo around him.

A black flower bloomed at the center of the jumble, spreading its petals until it covered everything, and silencing the world

Hiccup's eyes blinked open, and a soft stream of sunlight leaked through his skylight.

A new day.

As Hiccup takes in his surroundings, his head rolled to the side and found Toothless peacefully resting, his head still on Hiccup's thigh. Hiccup blinked, and as he yawned, his skin felt tight. It was then he realized he had dry tears on his face.

His fingers brushed over them, but he didn't wipe them away. Instead, he left them as a reminder of the dream. _I promise_, he thought, repeating his vow over and over in his mind.

_I promise._
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Outside, darkness had stolen over the harbor while minuscule flakes of white filtered down, lighting on cobblestone walkway. Mottled moonlight glistened on still waters, mingling with the lightly warmer glow emanating from the small oil lamps posted outside of shop and homes. Villagers huddled in thick coats and scarves, hurried toward doors that would lead them to warmth.

Above, troops of puffy-cheeked clouds waited in the sky, frozen in place. Hiccup squinted through the darkness toward the dirt road, where he saw a familiar log cabin. It waited just beyond Raven Point, casted in icy moonlight.

Hiccup had spent the day training and packing whatever he'd need to face off Jolene in the dreamworld. After his dream with Hadrian, his drive had intensified like a sudden boost of a plasma blast from Toothless. He had gathered his shield, a knife, and a sword Gobber crafted for him out of Gronckle Iron. Then once he pulled on his hood, Hiccup took off with his father and friends toward Grandmamma's house. She had mentioned to bring the physical objects along, so that when he started the dream-state trance, they were most likely to be there when he starts to dream.

Hiccup kept his head ducked and his back to the group of dragons while he glided on Toothless toward the shack. A cold sting of wind whizzed past, gusting in from the direction of the cabin. Sharp and knifelike, it carried the scent of salty sea air. It made his hair whip at his face while, above he heard the cape of his cloak crackle back and forth. Hiccup grabbed the cuffs of his tunic and pulled them down over his fists. He hunched his shoulders as he hurried Toothless to the cabin.

With the winds picking up, they had to land farther than they anticipated. As they entered the warm house, Fishlegs only had to pull lightly on the handle and the door swung shut on its own. The fire in Grandmamma's hearth provided warmth, and Hiccup found his satchel sitting on the table.

Without so much as a "long time no see" to Hiccup, Grandmamma stepped near him and said. "I sense there's something in the wind. It feels like tragedy's at hand."

"Oh well that's comforting." Hiccup says as he unhooks the button of his cloak. Hanging it on the rack by the door, he saunters over to the table with his satchel.

"The woodlands isn't looking too good either. They can sense you coming."

Hiccup pauses. "Wait a second, you were _there_?" Hiccup asked.

"Of course I was there," Grandmama said. "What do you think I've been doing all this time? Crocheting mittens? It's called doing reconnaissance. Why aren't you wearing your heavy coat?"

"Jeez, Grandmamma! You could've told me! I thought you couldn't go to the dreamworld anymore." Hiccup snaps.

"I only had that one contact honey." Grandmamma retorts. "Before that, I got nothing! Nothing, nada, zilch! By the way, I hope you packed a coat in your bag of tricks there, 'cause it's supposed to start snowing, and there's no way we're playing pass-the-parka with mine."

Hiccup yanked off his shoes as he listened. He dug to the bottom of his satchel, took out a pair of hiking boots, and pulled them on. Next, he rifled through the pile of clothes and took out the brown fur vest he'd borrowed from Snotlout. He drew it on over his head and tugged it down, grateful for the fleece lining. Finally he went to unroll his father's heavy leather jacket.

He brought it carefully into his lap and smooth his hands across the etching of the Berk crest. He let his fingers trail the curve of the crest on the thicker material.

An image of the long black tunic and red cape he'd seen himself wearing in his dream flashed in his mind. It was not lost on him that in addition to being terrified, the entire outfit on him was black. The ominous jewel encrusted on his chest holding a color green that was a mixture of Hiccup's and Hadrian's combined.

Slowly Hiccup lifted the jacket from his lap. He threaded his arms through the stiff material and allowed it to settle onto his shoulders, heavier somehow than he remembered.

"We need to get started." Grandmamma said.

Hiccup glanced toward her as she opened the storm door and walked outside without waiting for a response. Hiccup readjusted his weapons and shield and he felt a hand on this shoulder. Hiccup looks and finds his father face with blatant worry. There was something else there too, hidden beneath. It was something he hadn't seen in his fathers face since he was very small. Vulnerability.

Hiccup placed a hand on his father's, the cold of the winter just starting to fade off his skin despite his few minutes standing near the fire. Hiccup took a moment to study his father's features one last time and really absorb the details of his face, like taking a mental shot. Stoick's eyes glistened and Hiccup was pulled into an embrace.

As he hugged his father back, a pain eased its way into Hiccup's chest, as he wondered into the very back of his mind, is this would be his last time with his father. Also if this was either a last goodbye, or an apology. To Stoick, or to himself.

For the boy he'd once been but never could again resurrect, the boy his father had been so afraid of losing and had lost anyway.

"I love you, Dad."

Hiccup knew this would scare his father, and he knew he probably shouldn't have said it. But he also knew he didn't care anymore. If he was going to do this, if he was going to walk away right this moment, then at the very least, he needed to leave Stoick with closure.

"I love you too, my son." He croaked.

Pulling away, Hiccup turned and strode through the threshold of the door, this time without looking back. With the others following, Hiccup's legs felt stiff beneath him as he left his father behind, knowing that, hours from now he'd be panic-stricken, left to wonder what had happened and where he'd gone wrong. Hiccup pushed the thought aside, reminding himself that he'd already made his decision. That the decision had long since been made _for _him.

As they approached what was long been Mildew's cabbage field, Grandmamma had melted away the snow, and fresh spring grass sprouted in the only single piece of land on Berk.

Hiccup walked on.

Gobber and the dragons were all parked in a line as Grandmamma set up the book on the podium. As Hiccup approached the circle of green, a strange familiar spring warmth wafted toward his face.

Toothless breaks from the line-up and comes up to Hiccup. In his mouth he held one of the two horns of his helmet. Hiccup sadly smiles as he takes it. "Hold onto it, bud." He says. "Something for you."

Toothless coos and nudges Hiccup in confusion. Hiccup's eyes stung with tears, which he blinked away as he hugged the Night Fury's head. This felt like leaving him on Dragon Island all over again. Only this time, not even Hiccup was sure if he'd come back for his beloved dragon.

Hiccup then released toothless and walked up to Grandmamma.

"All right sweetie, now once you're in your sleep trance, you'll enter a cemetery." She explains. "There's an old chapel there that'll be your entrance to the dreamworld."

Hiccup nods.

"There are also catacombs that you can use until the clock strikes three."

"Did you say _catacombs_?" Hiccup asked.

"Yes, but it's not underground like you'd think. Not really. The whole church if built on top of a huge portion of the graveyard. You'll find them by slipping in through one of e gated doors on the side of the church."

"Where do I go from there?" Hiccup asks.

Grandmamma simply turns to him and says. "You'll know dearie."

As a soft rumble of thunder echoes in the distance, Hiccup takes a deep breath and enters the circle. As he crossed the line, it felt as though he was moving through a screen of static. The electric sensation lingered over his skin like pins and needles as he passed into the small space of the enclosed circle.

It was then Hiccup realized the five-point star singed into the grass.

"Alright honey," Grandmamma instructed. "Take your weapons and place them in the points of the star."

Hiccup slung his shield off his back and placed it at the very top point of the star. Then his sword in the point to the far right, his knife in the left. Leaving the two south point vacant, he stands at the center, his heart pounding.

"Now just lie down and relax."

"That's ironic." Hiccup sarcastically says. It managed to draw small smiles from everyone. And despite the circumstances, Hiccup was just happy to leave them with a memory of him as himself, as best as he could present himself.

He draws a shaky breath and lies down at the center of the star.

Arms at his side, eyes closed, he lies perfectly still.

He hears Grandmamma start to chant something, but it sounded muted so he couldn't' decipher it. As he heard her start low, Hiccup couldn't sworn the ground started to vibrate. Knowing better, Hiccup kept his eyes closed.

Grandmamma's voice started to rise, so did the vibration. Soon it felt like a Whispering Death was burrowing right toward him. Suddenly, a quick shot of a Whispering Death flashed in his mind. Hiccup's fingers twitched, and he soon realized his body was paralyzed. Grandmamma's voice started to fade, and Hiccup felt the grass slowly fall away from his body. Or perhaps he was levitating. It could've been the reaction to the magic, but Hiccup thought for a moment his heart skipped a beat.

Behind his closed eyes, Hiccup saw a flash of light.

Risking it, he blinked his eyes open and found himself flying through a vortex of violet and black swirling around him. At first he feels himself rock forward, and once he's vertically floating, he looks around, up and down. An opening above him depicts a grey-slate sky with skeletal remains of black trees. Hiccup thrust himself forward and upward he flew toward the opening.

Barreling through, Hiccup closed his eyes last minute and felt the wave of static travel through him. Opening his eyes, he found himself hovering above a barren desert wasteland. Ash coating everything in sight and not a single life-form, not even Jolene's demon entourage.

He was here.

As he flew over the land, he felt the_ whoosh_ of wind. Peering over his shoulder, he found a pair of Night Fury wings flapping on their own without Hiccup needing to provide a single thought. He slowed to a glide as he strode past a set of tall iron-gate doors. The gates were knotted together in the center by a snakelike coil of chains. Through the iron rungs, Hiccup glimpsed a smattering of what looked like squat stone houses. Tombs, he thought. There were traditional gravestones, too. Slanted and flat-faced, they stood crooked amid patches of grass.

The stones slid out of sight behind a wall as he continued to move forward.

Hiccup steered around the next corner, making a right. Here the brick wall gave way to pure iron, each tall bar tipped in a wicked spike. Hiccup squinted as he rode to a complete stop beside the front gate of the cemetery. There he idled, and his wings dissipating as his feet touched the ground. The wind blew fog around and it leaked through the bars of the gate.

Through the row of black iron bars, a large stone monument stood like a sentinel, a guardian of the gate, each of its four sides illuminated by small display light embedded in the brick walkway. Above, an enormous church loomed like a disapproving sentry. Its bell tower, topped with four hornlike spires, stretched to meet with the black cloud-filled sky.

Stepping to meet the gate, Hiccup simply stared at the padlock and chain. He closed his eyes and centered his energy. He opened his eyes, glowing a soft white, and waved his hand over the chain and lock. His eyes fading back, he watched as a halo of white light crawled its way up and around the chain, enveloping all of it until it illuminated like a candle.

_Click._

The shackle popped free. The lock yanked itself free from the gate and the metal doors opened inward, a high-pitched whine echoing through the cemetery.

Hiccup stepped through and as he got out of the range of the gates, they closed behind him; the chain threading its way back through and the padlock snapping into place, effectively locking him inside the cemetery.

Standing in front of the grave, the stone monument towered high. Shaped like an enormous white chess piece, the monument stood taller and wider than a person, raised off the brick walkway by a square-cut stone base. Embedded in the center of the stone structure was a portrait of someone embossed on a giant bronze medallion. His eyes two chiseled holes, seemed to watch him with an expression that in the mix of shadow and light looked nothing short of stricken.

Hiccup stepped away from the grave. Adjusting the straps of his weapons, which he just realized were now strapped to his waist, he turned and moved farther down the redbrick path that skirted one side of the huge church.

Ahead, Hiccup saw that the path tapered as it made its way between two rows of stone sepulchers. The low-lying tombs sat facing one another, like neighboring houses on a narrow street. Hiccup strode toward them, and the shadows around him grew thicker. Glancing down, he noticed a long white slab set into the center of the brick walkway, someone's name chiseled into the alabaster stone. Stepping around the slab, he hurried to the two rows of aboveground crypts.

Tiny flecks of snow began to light on the pointed rooftops of the squat stone chambers. Hiccup glanced at the hinged doors that adorned the face of each, the iron panels large enough to allow for a single coffin to slide through. They reminded him of the kind of doors found on old-fashioned furnaces. He had to wonder, though, why these doors needed hinges at all if they were never meant to be reopened. Moving to one side, he placed his hand against the tomb to his right, allowing the rough stone to guide him.

In all honesty, he had no idea where he was going. It was as if he was letting his body navigate its way around, even though he'd never taken this path before. He turned left and entered an open courtyard. To his right, next to an ancient and gnarled tree, stood the set of gates that looked out into the void of nothingness.

A squeaking sound drew his attention away from the void to where another gate recessed beneath a brick archway, one that seemed to lead into the lower portion of the church. Smoky glass backed the iron bars, hiding from view whatever lay within. Hiccup knew right away that it must lead to the catacombs Grandmamma mentioned before.

Hiccup took a step in the direction of the door but paused, glancing toward the rear portion of the cemetery, where the ground arched into hilly terrain dotted with slabs and still more large and closely quartered aboveground tombs.

As he looked out over the crowded landscape, it struck Hiccup as odd that there didn't appear to be any angels or other decorative figures guarding any of the stone burial chambers. There were no seraphs or weeping women bearing laurels. There were no lyres or even crosses. Only stone and mortar, marble and granite. Even though they were in a graveyard, the scene struck him as very lonely.

Hiccup glanced behind him to the gates that faced the violet-tinted background. Then turned and jogged to the catacomb door, the slid into the musty chamber. Underneath the church, it smelled like chalk and earth. More vaults lay scattered around the cavernous rom. Gravestones, too, poked up through a floor of dust and dirt. Stone archways filled with pockets of spiderwebs stretched across the ceiling. Across the room, yet another iron gate backed by the same opaque glass as the one he'd entered though. It seemed to glow from behind by the moon.

He stared at the door that led to the back of the graveyard as he strode forward through the gloom, moving toward its dim glow. While he could discern the tops of tombstones and the general perimeters of the room, he could barely make out the dirt floor itself. The darkness created a thick blanket that hid the outline of steps and short brick barriers and squat grave markers.

"Well what do I do now?" he asks. Not like he was expecting an answer. He wasn't even sure if he was asking himself.

Should he stay here? Or go? There was no way for him tell what time it was. Grandmamma said he had to wait until three o'clock, and since nothing's out, it mustn't be time. But should that only be more of a reason for Hiccup to go ahead and move?

Hiccup drew up to a mausoleum and let out a long sigh as he tilted his head back to rest against the tomb.

"That door," a voice said, causing Hiccup's eyes to snap open. He sprang to his feet drawing his sword. "It lets out to the rear of the cemetery. Right behind another row of mausoleums. From there, you've got a straight-shot view of her old grave."

Something about the voice didn't alarm anything inside Hiccup, but the fact that he couldn't see anyone made him nervous. "Who's there?" He called.

"Up here!" the voice called.

Hiccup looked up and could only see the silhouette of a marble statue. Hiccup raises his hand and a ball of white light encircle it and casts across the gloom church. Up in the corner, atop a pillar by the stained-glass window was a blood-haired boy, dressed in black like Hadrian, only it wasn't him. It couldn't have been him because unlike Hadrian, this boys wasn't missing his cheek. He was missing an entire eye. Even from the distance, Hiccup could see the gaping space where one eye and half of his nose should have been.

While he had acknowledged Hiccup's presence, he seemed occupied with eating something, his mouth scarlet with blood. He held the thing, whatever it was, a bloody gray lump, between both hands, his sharp red teeth biting into it, ripping flesh, tearing feathers.

A bird, Hiccup realized with dull horror, almost retching. He was eating a bird – one of the fat pigeons that liked to waddle around in the courtyard looking for morsels, never suspecting that it would one day become a morsel itself.

"But you know, you can hang out here until midnight." He said.

_Get out_, it wasn't even midnight yet?

Panic stopped Hiccup's heart when he watched the creature lower the torn, bloody bird and look up.

Hiccup shifted his footwork, watching the thing as he sneered and lowered himself onto the floor, slowly, one boot at a time.

"What time is it now?" Hiccup dared ask.

"Almost nine, I'm guessing." It said.

Hadrian's words suddenly dwindle to the forefront of his mind, _Don't trust anything you see_.

Hiccup figured the demon in front of him now had to be lying. What if he already missed the deadline? Hiccup twisted to look back at the door he came from, turning back Hiccup froze when he was gone.

A whizz caught Hiccup's attention, and he waved his hand in front of his face, just in time to create a pale blue shield in front of him, just in time as the bird hit the shield with a dull splat.

He watched the mutilated pigeon slide down the shield, leaving behind a gooey streak. Hiccup strained to see past the dead bird and its belly, open against the shield to display the stark white of its rib cage.

Hiccup waved his other hand and the shield expanded around and stretched to the floor until he was enclosed in his own transparent casing. Everything now having a tinted glow to it, something moved to block out Hiccup's right side. There came a quick _tap_, _tap_, _tap_ on his shield. Hiccup turned his head to look.

There were two of them now. The first one – the one missing an eye – leaned in to bring his existing eye, black and soulless, close to the shield. It blinked at him, watching him like a shark through a tank. The other one stood close behind grinning, his face whole but split by a diagonal hairline crack. He had only one arm.

Hiccup felt every muscle in his body tense as he stared into that eye, a predator's eye, he thought. Slowly he raised one fist and stuck his thumb out. He aimed it, like a hitch-hiker.

Without warning, Hiccup fisted his hand and part of the shield contorted around the one-eyed demon, and before he even had time to hiss, Hiccup whipped him around to the demon with one arm and the two crashed into the wall, stirring up a cloud of dust.

Without waiting for them to even get up, Hiccup brings both his hands up and two same-size spheres flicker around his hands and he aims them toward the two creatures. A single stream of white rushes the two, then it divides in to and coils around them like a snake. They struggle and wriggle as Hiccup lifts his hand and raise the two high above the floor, barely touching the ceiling of the church.

"Make one wrong move, say one wrong word, and I'll crush you both." Hiccup snarls as he draws near the demons.

"Awe, I thought we could be friends." Then one-eyed demons says, a sly smile playing on his lips.

Hiccup seers and fists his hand. The white stream clenches and Hiccup could hear a faint creaking sound. The two demons grit their teeth in pain until finally the one-eyed one shouts. "Okay! Okay!"

Hiccup unclenches his hand and the strip loosens enough for them to relax.

"We can to this one of two ways." Hiccup negotiates. "Either you help me, and I help you, or you don't help me and I crush you both."

"What can you possibly do to help?" he sneers.

Hiccup doesn't reply, instead, he turns his head back toward the original spot he came from and saw shattered pieces scattered around the column. Concentrating, Hiccup's eyes glowed pink, and this made the demons unease. Hiccup turns his head back at the two as they all hear a quiet, quick paced clinking. Looking past him, the demons watch was the scattered pieces rise and fly over toward them.

Hovering above Hiccup's head, they gather together; piecing one by one until they form an entire arm. Then it floats over toward the demon missing an arm and attaches with ease. When Hiccup's eyes stop glowing, so does the arm. The demon swings it in circles and flexes it over and over.

He turns to the other and says. "Fits like a glove."

The one-eyed turns back to Hiccup, his face, even in porcelain rock, Hiccup could tell was shock and horrid regret.

"What are your names?" Hiccup asks.

"I'm Deadeye." He says. He then motions his head to the creature behind him. "And this is Widow."

"And you're part of Jolene's army sent to kidnap me?" Hiccup suggested.

"Well, we honestly serve no purpose. We're just here." Deadeye explains. His expression suddenly turns regretful. "And please, forgive us Hiccup. We did not know it was truly you." He nearly pleads.

"She took me friend. Hadrian. Where is she keeping him?" Hiccup asks.

"We're not sure. All we do know is that he's in for it given he betrayed her." Deadeye explains. "We don't know anything else."

Hiccup, knowing now how much they see him as either a threat or a savior, lowers the two demons to the ground. Retracting his stream, they rub their sore spots as Hiccup draws closer.

"Does she do this to, everyone?" Hiccup cautiously asks as his hand hovers over Deadeye's empty socket.

Blinking his only eye, Deadeye doesn't answer. "Not out of punishment, but only because we're losing out luster. We've already given here everything she wants, but when she wants more, it takes its toll on us. She always bites off more than we can generate."

Hiccup draws his hand closer, and Deadeye lets him. Cupping his cheek, Hiccup shuts his eyes and reopening them, they glow and the clinking is heard again as more shattered bits piece together and taking one from the stained glass window, Hiccup reforms another eye for Deadeye.

"I'm almost hesitant to give you this. You'll lose your name." He jokes.

Deadeye gives a sad smile. "It takes more than missing an eye to earn my name."

Slowly the jagged eye eases its way into Deadeye's hollow skull. Hiccup winces as he watches Deadeye blink the one, then the other as it fits into place. The spiderweb fissures fade and soon both eyes begin to blink in perfect unison.

"Thank you." He mumbles.

Hiccup nods. "What did you mean by original burial?"

"She was moved." Deadeye bluntly answers. "She didn't appreciate her spot and demanded a new spot to suite her, _needs_."

Hiccup's brow furrow in confusion as to why Jolene wanted to move. Beside the point, Hiccup asked. "What time is it?"

"Five after one." Widow answers. "I'd better get going."

After shooting Deadeye a look of agitation, he says. "I thought three o'clock was the haunting hour. Don't I have time?"

"You're never too late to be early." Deadeye quotes with a weird and disturbing cackle. "Just head out the door and keep going straight."

"Hadrian said I shouldn't trust whatever I see." Hiccup recites. "How do I know I can trust you?"

"Master," Deadeye suddenly calls him. "we'd never deceive you. We'll even cover you to prove our loyalty."

Hiccup stared them down for a moment before the genuine look on their faces made Hiccup believe they were telling the truth.

_Master?_

"What about Jolene? Lilith?" Hiccup reminds.

"We'd rather die than go back to that ungrateful witch." Widow mumbles

"_Hush!_" Deadeye hisses. "Even walls have ears." He turns to hiccup. "Go, we've got you."

Hiccup turned and jogged toward the exit, scuttling tombs and hopping over broken stones. Blindly, he made his way to the door that he hope would take him out of the catacombs and into the graveyard.

He pulled the iron handle of the door, yanking it open. The rusted hinges shrieked, their cries echoing through the catacombs. A gust of frozen air laden with a cascade of powdery snow whirled in over the threshold, sweeping between his feet to mingle with the dust, creating ghostly swirls. He gave a backward glance toward Deadeye and Widow. They stood a good few feet behind Hiccup, slowly approaching. Ducking through the door, he ran out into the darkened cemetery.

Snow sifted from the sky in downy flakes, giving the tops of the tombs thin, fleecy blankets. It collected on the walls and gathered in the crooked elbows and outstretched fingers of the withered trees. Flecks of white caught in Hiccup's lashes blurring his vision. He blinked them away. Then, from somewhere close by, he heard the echo of voices.

The sound of people chatting and laughing arose from beyond the far wall. A woman's high-pitched laugh ricocheted though the cemetery, bouncing off silent headstones and tombs, their slate faces impervious to her glee.

Hiccup set his footsteps down carefully as he ascended a small set of brick stairs that led from the catacombs. He glanced from side to side, only to find his view blocked by several tall crypts, and entered into a narrow space between two garage-size tombs. He put his hands against the walls on either side of him to help guide him as he pressed forward through the tight passageway.

He stopped when he reached the end. From where he now stood, Hiccup could just make out the silhouette of an old grave. Thick and heavy-looking, like a milestone marker, the solemn stone stood between two squat, snowcapped shrubs.

Widow floats up to him with a whisper. "There's her old grave. Everyone usually comes out through there." He points to a crypt that stood catty-corner to Jolene's.

Across the way, Deadeye was hidden within the branches, scurried up the thinnest one, legs sprawled out from side to side, prowling like a jungle cat.

Even though Hiccup could not make out the writing on the face of the stone, the tiny figure of the music note engraved into the top curved portion left him with no doubt that it was the one he sought. He could still hear the nearby jumble of voices as the talking and laughing continued to grow in volume.

"Will they spot us?" Hiccup asks, knowing it had to be more of Jolene's demon minions.

"Probably." Widow answers. "But we'll create a diversion for you to bolt."

Hiccup sank slowly back into his hiding place, aware that one wrong move on his part would no doubt unleash a flurry of activity. He knew the overseers had to be combing the spaces between tombs and scanning the landscape for even the slightest hint of movement among the gravestones. And that fact alone was enough to allow him a small measure of relief.

As Deadeye and Widow flew out into the open, no one seemed to pay attention. Hiccup wrapped his arms around himself, tucking them in close in an effort to fight off the cold. Willing for anyone to appear. He debated on whether or not to get closer. Or was I better to wait here, at a distance? In the end, making a move sooner rather than later wasn't worth the risk of being spotted.

A harsh wind blew through the graveyard, whistling over the tops of the tombs. It moaned above him as it coursed through the passageway of his hiding place, bringing with it a surge of snow flurries. Hiccup shuddered against the rush of frozen wind. He took in a deep breath, drawing the cold into his lungs. Exhaling again, he reminded himself he needed to keep his mind clear.

A low scraping sound called Hiccup's attention away from his thoughts and back to the marker. Silence spread over the cemetery as the crowd of onlookers watching from the gates settled into hushed tones, shushing one another.

When the scraping came again, Hiccup's gaze narrowed on the crypt.

He stared in disbelief as the slab door, which faced the marker, began to wobble in its fame. Then gradually, an inch at a time, it started to shift inward, with the heavy, thunder-like rumble of stone sliding against stone. A gust of wind rushed out of the open tomb, sending forth a burst of white substance, something heavier than the snow, denser. The ash flowed out to mingle with the frozen flakes in a flurry just before one black boor appeared at the threshold, imprinting itself into the virgin snow.

Hiccup's heart jarred in his chest. He rose to his feet, the rush of blood in his ears blocking out all other sounds. He kept his eyes on the figure that emerged from the black mouth of the tomb. Like caressing hands, the inky darkness within clung to his form, as though reluctant to let him go.

Hiccup stood in shock within the recess of his hiding place, his body tingling from head to toe, a vibration starting inside him and growing so intense, so electrifying that she wasn't certain he would be able to bring himself to move at all when the time came.

He watched as the masked man strode forward toward the grave marker. As he came out into the open, Hiccup forced himself to take a step back, allowing the shadows to envelope him fully.

Flurries began to light on his black hat, filling the wide brim, their whiteness matching the scarf that concealed the lower half of his face. Tall and straight, his shrouded form cut a sinister figure amid the scattering of tombstones. His cloak swirled around his feet as he walked, the fabric nearly brushing the ground.

He moved slowly, his chin down, the brim on his hat pulled low over his eyes so that no part of his face showed.

Midway to the grave, he pause, causing Hiccup to stiffen. He stood motionless for a moment, his head remaining bowed. In one gloved hand, he saw the three long-stemmed roses. In the other, h carried a bottle, and a brandy glass was tucked between his fingers.

Hiccup slid farther back into his hiding place, afraid that he had somehow become alerted to his presence. His eyes remained on the figure, adrenaline within him building, telling him to move, to _do _something.

The figure turned his head in hiccup's direction, and hiccup stilled his breathing.

Could he see him? Even though the veil of darkness cast between the tombs, had he been able to perceive someone watching? Hiccup saw him give a slow nod, a deep and purposeful inclination of his head. Heart pounding, Hiccup tried to think of how to react as he raised one gloved hand - the same one that held the roses – to meet the brim of his hat.

Suddenly, it clicked with him that that doorway of the crypt was the opportunity he'd come for, his hope of reaching the dreamworld. Of finding Hadrian.

He couldn't wait. There would be no way he would be able to cover the distance without being seen by everyone, including him. If he hesitated, if he didn't go right now right this very second while the figure's back was turned, then it would be too late.

Hiccup crept forward on trembling legs, coming to stand just at the edge of the two tombs that concealed him.

He hunkered down, preparing to bolt.

As he took on last look back, it was as if something had shifted, causing an implode.

A deadly howl echoed through the graveyard, and the next thing he knew, Deadeye and Widow plowed straight into the figure. Hiccup heard the grunt as they fell back together, landing in the middle of one evergreen shrub. Deadeye gripped his collar, tightening around his cloak, and rolling one over the other, they tumbled from the brush and out onto the hard frozen turf. Their nostrils flaring. Using all their strength to throw thee last whip-snap revolution, Deadeye pulled himself on top on him, straightening his arms to slam the figure's shoulders to the ground. His head hit hard with a dull thud, causing his hat to tumble away. They bared their crimson teeth at the apparition as his eyes focused on them in utter shock.

Hiccup's muscles acted without his connect, his legs carrying him out of his hiding place and into the open space. The wind bit at his skin. He could hear it whistling in his ears long with the surprised cries of those who watched from the gates.

Possessed by everything he had tried to repress, by the rage and frustration he hadn't been allowed to feel, Hiccup surrendered control.

The snowy world around him melted away until al he saw was the door to the crypt.

"_What are you doing?"_ He hissed.

Deadeye and Widow only howled and screamed as Widow reared back one fist, ready to smash his knuckles straight against his face.

The blood in Hiccup' veins seemed to reach its boiling point as he was within distance of the door. He stopped short to look back.

Widow brought his fist down hard toward the scarf-swathed nose of the ghost. In that moment, all he wanted nothing more than to hear the crunch of bones. But the sound did not come. The man stopped him, his large hand wrapping almost entirely around Widow's own. Growling, Widow yanked back on his arm, but the man's clutch tightened, causing Widow's shoulder to jam in its socket.

"How did this happen?!" he yelled, but Widow didn't say anything. Instead, he hissed and his eye pupils receded to slits. Hiccup knew it was his way of biting back the urge to cry out. Still he saw tears sting at the corners of Widow's eyes, less from pain than from frustration.

Deadeye swooped down and grabbed the man by the head, leaving Widow in the dust. Deadeye clutched the man's head in his hands and howled, his jaw unhinging. He gripped the man by the hair and spun him around before he released him. He crashed into the stone with a jarring crash.

They wanted the man to know what he'd done. He wanted him to feel everything he had caused them to both feel. They wanted revenge.

As the man rose, Hiccup made the mistake of not moving. Too in awe at the unworldly battle.

They made eye contact.

"_You_." He pronounced. A voice too familiar.

Even with the sound of people shouting from the gates, Hiccup dared not to look away.

His gaze penetrating and accusing, Hiccup glares him down.

"_It was you_!" the man accused and started to run toward Hiccup.

Without moving a single muscle, Hiccup's eyes went white and the ground in front of him cracked and burst in a line of debris and stone. His hair fluttered, hallowing his head. The man was thrown back and crashed into the ground.

Blinking, Hiccup looked toward Widow who was being helped by Deadeye. The demons beyond the gates screeched and howled and Hiccup knew they figured who he was. The word trickle doff their tongues like a waterfall.

_Valkyrie!_

"_Go_!" Deadeye screeched.

Behind him, Hiccup felt a slight rush of air wash over him. But this wasn't like the crisp winter wind that whipped the snow about them.

This breeze felt different, cool but not frigid, the air tinged with the acrid scent of earth decay, of ash and dust and moldering trees. Of roses. And ink.

Hiccup risked a quick glance behind him.

The tomb door stood at a distance of mere yards, still open – waiting, it seemed, for him to make the decision to enter. And Hiccup knew that this doorway was really what he had come for. Not to aid in retributions.

The only thing that mattered, the only thing that had ever mattered, he knew, was getting to Jolene.

If he ran now, he could make it. He was close enough that he wouldn't be able to stop him.

In the distance, the gates rattled followed by the sound of chains being pulled free. With that, Hiccup turned, rushing headlong for the open tomb. Somewhere far off, getting closer, he heard the wail of screams. Demons yelling. Iron hinges groaning.

"Stop!" the figure shouted.

Hiccup ran toward the tomb, the ground racing beneath his feet. He felt as if he were rushing straight into his own grave, about to catapult himself into the yawning jaws of death itself.

"Hiccup!"

He could sense him just behind him – inches away.

On the ground, he saw the shadow gaining on him then falling away the moment before something fast and strong – and claw snagged his cloak. Deadeye. The man tripped forward and fell flat onto his stomach, the air bursting out his lungs as the frozen snow soaked through his clothes.

"Listen to me!" the man said. "If you cross that barrier, you will die! And if you die while bodily within that realm, you will become like the rest of us. The same soulless class of monster they have so ardently accused me of being!"

Hiccup stepped closer to the door.

"Heed my words, Hiccup-"

Hiccup looked quickly back as Widow made his approach, hurrying toward them. "Heed this!" he snarled. Widow then locked his arms around his neck in a choke hold, clamping himself into place.

"Go!" He yelled.

Hiccup hurried toward the tomb door even as the man cries for him to stop. At first they came muffled, distorted. As he neared, Hiccup heard a high-pitched shriek from Widow and Deadeye, the man shouting became clear again.

Hiccup reached the darkness of the doorway, not bothering to slow down as he shot through to the other side. He gasped as his body passed beyond what felt like an invisible screen of static electricity. His limbs became numbed as the sound of his footsteps echoed on the stone floor.

Whirling, he grabbed hold of the slab that lay partially shifted aside from the open archway. He shoved at it, and to his amazement, the door began to over, the thick stone grinding its way shut, following the command of his slightest push.

Through the shrinking wedge of dim light, he could see the cemetery filled with demons. Widow say nearby, huddled against one of the gravestones, cradling an arm against his chest. Tears streaked his face, as it slowly crumpled. Deadeye motionless at his feet.

The man ran toward him. Throwing his cloak back, he pulled free a sword with a harsh scrape of metal.

Hiccup shoved harder against the stone door, willing it to close faster.

The gap shrunk to a mere slit.

Hiccup let go and the stone continued to slide on its own.

Hiccup stood back as the man slammed to a halt before the thinning crevice.

He saw his eyes just before the door slid all the way shut, black coin-size holes fixed on him with murderous intent.

Then, with a low boom, the door snapped into its frame, blocking him out completely, sending a puff of ash and grime into Hiccup's face.


	17. Chapter 17

He coughed and fumbled through the dank and enclosed space.

Throwing his arms out, Hiccup found a narrow set of walls on which to brace himself. He turned, but his footing slipped on the jagged edge of something hard, and he tripped forward slamming onto the stone, sending up a rush of dust. Striking a flint, Hiccup manages to find a brace to place it in.

The light confirmed his worst fear. Bones and ash scattered the floor. His fingers curled in the grit as he pushed himself onto his knees.

_No wait_, he thought. _Not bones at all_.

Hands shaking, Hiccup slid his fingers beneath what had looked to him a moment before like the cap of an ancient skull. It was, instead, the broken sliver of a porcelain face, the curve of a cheek all too evident in the outline. All the pieces were similarly identifiable. Broken fingers, like tiny tombstones, lay scattered in the dust. Half of a hand here. Part of an arm there. A jaw. And ear.

Hiccup flung the shard aside. He stood, wiping his hands on his grime-caked pants, then pressed them to either wall to steady himself. His toe son caught on something hard and he faltered, collapsing onto an ascending stretch of stone steps. Pushing himself up on trembling arms, he peered toward the top of the stairs.

Light peeked through the clearing haze of dust. Several feet above, he saw an open doorway.

Squinting, Hiccup could detect a curtain of green vines handing over the archway in a spilling cascade. Flowers dotted the vines, their heavy heads lolling sleepily amid waxy green foliage. With a gasp, Hiccup pulled himself onto his feet. He mounted the ash-coated stairs and rushed to the doorway. Parting the vines with one hand, he passed through the archway and into a circular room. Countless crimson buds climbed the iron-gate perimeters, their interlacing boughs and vines thick enough to form a living wall between the interior of the room and whatever lay without.

The vines and flowers commandeered the domed ceiling as well, though Hiccup thought he could detect the mesh of black tree limbs and the hint of violet light through one of the thinner sections.

Gazing upward, Hiccup thought there must be thousands of the flowers, maybe even hundreds of thousands – every bud the same deep bloodred hue. In addition to the climbing roses, long-stemmed roses grew along the base of the trellised wall, their blooms blending in with all the others.

Their overpowering fragrance, like the smell from a shattered bottle of perfume, filled his nostrils with every breath, making him light-headed. A carpet of ruby petals covered the circular marble floor, while several open archways lined the curved wall, all of them leading out into what appeared to be rose-lined tunnels.

Though Hiccup saw no sign of the fountain, he knew he was in the garden where Hadrian had told him to find a way to.

At last he'd made it.

He took a step toward the center of the room, his sight set on one of the open archways. But then he stopped, distracted by a staticky voice that came from behind.

"Now there's a surprise," the voice said.

Hiccup's momentary elation withered in an instant, replaced by a crawling fear that caused his heart to leap into his throat.

"I didn't expect to see _you _here. Gone and locked my old friend, did you?" the acidic voice asked. "And here I've been waiting _so_ long to find him. Ever since he broke my . . . well, everything."

Hiccup turned slowly.

He sat on the ground next to the doorway through which he'd entered, looking just like he had the night he'd discovered him sitting on the ledge of his skylight. The only difference now, though, was that he was no longer in pieces.

Grinning at Hiccup, showing a mouth full of spiked teeth the color of blue quartz, the demon shifted to stand, his gangly frame rising to tower over him.

Hiccup watched in horror as he laid one indigo-clawed hand across his bare chest, right over a sprawling patch of porcelain skin that, unlike the rest of his body, appeared void of intricate carvings. Instead, it displayed a crackled jigsaw pattern of broken bits reconstructed.

"But as you can see," Scrimshaw hissed through his saw-toothed smile, "it's true what they say, time heals all wounds."

Hiccup gulped.

"So tell me what I am to do now," he said, tilting his head at Hiccup with a quick twitchlike movement. The demon blinked, his enormous black eyes closing tightly, then reopening even wither than before.

Hiccup staggered back from him. His mouth fell open, and though he tried to speak, no words came. His throat was too tight, constricted with sudden terror.

Scrimshaw took a step toward him and then another, his black boots crushing velvet petals.

"_Maybe,_" he said, "since our masked companion won't be joining me after all . . . _you _would like to play instead."

"St-stay away," Hiccup stammered. He risked a glance to his left, searching for the nearest archway, his closest escape. When he looked back, though, he jumped to find him standing right in front of him.

Before he could utter so much as a yelp of surprise, a single indigo claw shot out like the knife of a switchblade, the tip catching him beneath his chin.

"The name of the game _was_ going to be vengeance," Scrimshaw said, lifting Hiccup's face to his. From this close, hiccup could detect the mesh of thin, interconnected hairline fractures that covered his features, like the crackled glaze of a teacup. "And maybe it still could be," he went on in a contemplative whisper. "After all, you were there. As a matter of fact, as I recall, _you_ were the entire reason it happened to begin with, weren't you?"

Hiccup jerked his head away from him. "I – don't know what you're talking about."

Scrimshaw retracted the claw, frowning at Hiccup. "Oh, come now. It's no _fun_ if you don't know _why_ I'm gutting you when I'm gutting you think!" he said, and used the same claw to tap Hiccup's temple.

Hiccup smacked his hand away and took another retreating step.

Annoyance filtered over the demon's face, but then his expression changed, morphing into a look of coy amusement.

"No need to be so short-tempered," he said, flexing spidery fingers. "I _could_ offer you a hint if you like."

Hiccup didn't answer. Instead he focused on the closest archway, one to his right. But just as he mustered the courage to make a break for it, Scrimshaw sidestepped to block his path.

"The essence," he said, grinning again. "Everything about you draws her in. _Us_ in. All for one thing."

Hiccup spun and dashed for the archway directly behind him.

It was no good, though. A black fog swept ahead of him, and Scrimshaw reemerged from the murk, his angular form filling the door frame, the sudden rush of movement sending down a flurry of petals between them.

Opening his arms wide, Scrimshaw pressed his hands to either side of the frame, his palms smashing the heads of several flowers. He crooked one leg and crossed it over the other, smiling down at hiccup expectantly, clearly enjoying the one-sided game he'd enlisted him in.

"It feeds us like a feast for the royals. The very reason why we must suffer." He pronounced. He then pressed the tips of his claw to his lips in a gesture that seemed to say _oops_. "Padron me," he deceivingly said. "Perhaps I've said too much."

Suddenly it dawned on Hiccup that, just like the previous time they'd spoken in his bedroom, he was referring to his energy that Jolene craves for. Hiccup recalls the way Deadeye and Widow talked about how Jolene feeds off of them because she needs the energy. How they practically break apart because she steals so much.

But for all he knew, the story Scrimshaw was telling him could be fabricated. Was this just one more trick meant to confuse him? Hiccup didn't know. But something he _did_ know, he reminded himself, was that even if the demons could touch him, they held no power to harm him.

Steeling himself, Hiccup ducked under one of the demon's outstretched arms. As he made his way down the curving tunnel, Hiccup forced himself to walk, refusing to let his sear show by running.

He heard Scrimshaw laugh. The sound, like the raspy chuckle of a deadly serial killer, sent spikes of cold dread through Hiccup's midsection. He knew it meant Scrimshaw wasn't going to let him pass him by this easily.

"You know," Hiccup heard him call after him, though Hiccup didn't dare stop to look back, "I hear they also say you can't be in more than one place at a time. But as one who speaks from experience, I find that particular saying to be less true."

As soon as he reached a fork in the tunnels, Hiccup again felt a rush of air skim by, this time tousling his hair. Hiccup brushed the loosened strands from his face as the darkness accumulated in the tunnel archway to his immediate left. Scrimshaw re-formed once more, tapping his chin in thought with one tapered claw.

"I myself ended up in at least seventy-eight that night," he said. "But I'm not quite so broken up over you anymore. In fact, I've just now come to the conclusion that we would all do _so_ much better without you. Tell me, how many pieces would _you_ like to be? While I can't promise I'll be exact, I'll try to keep your request in mind."

"You can't hurt me." Hiccup said, meeting his black gaze.

"Hurt you?" He recoiled in mock horror and folded his hands together, his claws clicking loudly as they interlaced. "No, no," he whispered. "You've got it all wrong, dear child. I don't want to hurt you. I want to _kill _you. And that I can do."

Again, fighting against the nearly overpowering instinct to run, Hiccup instead gave him his back, if only to prove that he knew he was bluffing, and veered into the tunnel on his right. Black wisps shot past him a third time. He solidified again, closer than before, his grin growing wide enough to deepen the zigzag crack that ran up one side of his skull.

No longer able to ignore the urge to retreat, Hiccup backpedaled toward the tunnel passageway he'd occupied the moment before. At the same time, he couldn't bring himself to turn around and start running, either hypnotized by the dark resolve burning within his eyes.

"I'm not afraid to fight you." Hiccup snapped.

Scrimshaw gave him an appraising once-over, raising a clawed hand to hover above Hiccup's head as though making a note of his height. "While the attempt to do so would certainly be an appropriate if uninformed response given your circumstances" – he lowered his hand, lifting a single claw – "you seem to be missing one vital element in the whole situation. It's something you need to understand, I think, before he can get started and that is that I" – he pointed at himself – "as you might have guessed, am not like the others. I'm what you'd call _special_. A one-of-a-kind specimen, a Ming vase amid pale imposters." He laughed at that, throwing his head back before refocusing on Hiccup. "The very last of my ilk, in fact," he went on. "Unique in that I bear no connection whatsoever to the outsider who has found himself trapped here, that bow who I know you came all this way to reclaim. The one whose adoration shields you from all the others. Blah, blah, _blah._"

Hiccup's eyes widened as he spoke, his mind returning to the vision in the hospital room and the moment where Scrimshaw had appeared at Haymitch's bedside, whispering to him in hissing tones. Instantly hiccup felt this blood congeal in his veins as the truth invaded his consciousness. His legs stiffened beneath him while his lungs ceased to take in air.

Scrimshaw wasn't one of his demons. He couldn't be and he never had been.

He was Haymitch's.

Eyeing him closely, taking one step toward Hiccup for every two he took back to get away, he seemed to have monitoring Hiccup's expression, waiting for the moment of realization to wash over him. And Hiccup knew right away that his face must have betrayed his sudden understanding, that his mounting terror must have become apparent, because all at once, he stopped his advance.

His smile deepened into the voracious grin of a piranha.

Hiccup swallowed the lump in his throat. His blood pumping in his ears. "No matter what, she'll still kill you for taking away her precious life-support. I know she forbid you from hurting me."

"Perhaps," Scrimshaw agreed. "But it'll be worth it, even in pieces when you're gone." He brought a hand to hold his chin. "Then again, I have always wondered what is it that makes her so, _protective_ of such a little runt."

Hiccup's fear collides with rage at the term, runt. The word alone always managing to seep under his skin like a tick.

"I'd like to see what." Scrimshaw spoke.

Suddenly he rushed Hiccup in a cloud of blackness. Before Hiccup could even register to run, he felt a clawed hand grasp around his neck. Then the next, he felt his body pressed to the brickwork of the tunnel. He struggled and gasped as Scrimshaw's hand coiled around his neck. Not totally killing off his air, but just enough to make Hiccup panic. Hiccup gasped and coughed as he tried to refill his lungs.

Scrimshaw gently grabs Hiccup's jaw with one hand. Hiccup's hands both on Scrimshaw's wrist to try and pry it loose so he can breathe. Scrimshaw brings their faces close together, using his thumb, he opens Hiccup's mouth. They're lips nearly touching – Hiccup swears Scrimshaw could hear his fluttering pulse – and without breaking eye contact, Scrimshaw takes a long deep breath.

Hiccup suddenly feels the air leaving his lungs, and it's like he struggling to add more as Scrimshaw is literally sucking the air right out of his lungs. Hiccup breathes in through his nose but can feel the air escape his lips. As Scrimshaw draws the life out of him, Hiccup had to blink a couple times before he could make if official he wasn't imagining it.

There was a faint gold tint to the air that Scrimshaw was drawing. Small glint sparkled and wink like little stars entrapped within the golden fog.

Hiccup's lungs are on fire, but he doesn't gives him a rush.

He even watches in awe and horror as he sees the small spiderweb fissures across Scrimshaws chest start to fade into his skin until it's completely and utterly smooth and polished.

Finally when Scrimshaw pulls away. He drops Hiccup, and Hiccup in turn clutches his throat and heavily coughs. A wave of nausea washes over him, but all that penetrates his lips is bile. He inhales heavily and quickly while trying to ease his coughing.

He looks to Scrimshaw as he exhales in happiness. He looks to Hiccup with a predatory lust. "You, are," He takes a breath. "Simply, _intoxicating_."

Hiccup's still breathing deeply, his back and palms pressed flat to the wall, the terror obvious on his face.

He was hooked.

Bringing his hands to his face, Scrimshaw crisscrossed his claws in front of his open eyes as though to cover them. He watched Hiccup, unblinking through the cagelike barrier.

"One," he said. "Two."

Hiccup bolted, taking the path directly behind him, the walls of roses whizzing past.

"_Threeeee_."

Met with a dead end, Hiccup skittered to a halt. "No!" he shrieked.

"Fouuuur," he heard Scrimshaw drawl. "Some more numbers. Aaand – nine-ten!" he shouted cackling.

Hiccup whipped around, only to find the passageway now empty, two foot-shaped depression imprinted in the snowlike ash in the place where the demon had stood a moment before.

Panic rose within Hiccup as he hurried back down the long vine-covered corridor, over the footprints, choosing his next direction at random, no longer certain from which way he'd come. The roses seemed to watch him like thousands of spectators as he passed, their delicate heads bobbing in Hiccup's wake. There was no sign of Scrimshaw around the next corner, or even the next. As Hiccup took one passageway after another, he couldn't help but feel that he was winding his way deeper and deeper into the garden's maze and into Scrimshaw's snare.

The soles of his boot and prostatic leg slapped the marble floor, the sound muffled only slightly by the thin coating of petals and ash that carpeted each passageway. Hiccup whirled to stare at his tracks, wondering is he should try to cover them or just keep running. He knew the demon were far too fast for him to outrun. If Scrimshaw had wanted his dead right away, he'd have killed him already. He was looking for a chase, for the hunt before the kill. And was long as Hiccup panicked, he would be giving him just that. He had to get a grip. He had to think his way around him – invent his own rules.

_Know when you are dreaming_, he thought.

Hiccup reached a hand up and grasped the hamsa, relieved to find it still there. He rubbed the jewel with his thumb and whispered. "Show me the way to the fountain."

In response, the charm suddenly flicked out in a perfectly straight line, aimed itself forward at twelve, like a needle of a compass, it pointed him forward.

Hiccup began to run again. As he did, he pictured in his mind that in the next tunnel and the next one after that, there would be no ash to record his steps.

Turning the corner, Hiccup suddenly himself in another circular room identical to the first. But now, the rose-covered corridors leading out of this clearing appeared to have been swept clean of ash. Hiccup checked his necklace again, it vibrated slightly before tugging him left.

Hiccup made the turn. He hastened toward the end of the covered hall, through the opening, and into the largest clearing yet. And here, in the center of the room, stood the very thing he caught – the fountain.

High above the brass statue's head and arcing veil, a blanket of roses twined with the decorative domed ceiling, their vines braided with the scrolling wrought-iron bars. A breeze entered the gaps between flowers and metal, sending a cascade of petals raining down. Everything was just as it had been in Grandmamma's dream. Everything except for one detail.

"Hadrian?" he shouted.

There was no response. He wasn't there. There was no one here. Nothing.

Hiccup bit his lip, cursing in his mind, knowing that by yelling he'd given himself away.

Checking his necklace, it had since dropped back to rest at the base of his neck.

"Take me to Hadrian!" Hiccup grasped the charm. This time, it snapped off of Hiccup's neck and floated out in front of him. The charm pointed straight at north, and the two ends of the necklace spun uncontrollably. When they stopped, the each pointed in a separate direction. What did that mean? Was it telling him that _any_ way would take him to Hadrian, or that _no_ way would?

Hiccup groaned in annoyance as the necklace reattached and snapped itself back around his neck.

"I knew you'd come here." Said a nearby voice, one Hiccup knew well. "You said you would."

With eager steps he moved closer to the silent fountain. Rounding the ornate grillwork gate, he discovered Hadrian sitting against its base, occupying the exact same space he had the morning he'd followed him to the abandoned neighborhood, his head hung glow, held between his clawed hands.

"Hadri-"

"You shouldn't have come here." He cut hiccup off, and looked up, his face twisted with anger. "Even if you said you would, you shouldn't have." He got up and began moving toward him. "Why," he growled, "when we will only show you we are not worth it? Why, when we have no other choice but to prove to you we're not worth it?"

Hiccup swallowed and began to back away from him.

"Hadrian," Hiccup's voice shook. "it's me, Hiccup."

He didn't know what he was saying, what any of it meant, or where it was coming from, but the rage contorting his broken face made it clear that, like Scrimshaw, he was dealing with something that wanted to rip him to shreds. And even if Hadrian couldn't do it himself, Hiccup knew by the look in his eye that he would settle for watching.

"Hadrian, I came back for you!"

"Why would you do it?! You know the consequences!"

Hiccup sprinted toward one of the doorways, trying to think of some way to control this, some way to change what was happening to him, knowing Hadrian would be on him in a second's time.

Ahead of him, Scrimshaw turned the corner, filling the frame of the archway he'd almost taken. Hiccup stuttered to a halt, he looked behind him and saw that Hadrian had already started toward him at a fast walk, his black claws bared, his furious gaze trained on Hiccup.

Hiccup looked to Scrimshaw, whole smile broadened at the turn of events.

Hiccup tossed his head from side to side, glancing between the two of them, out of options for escape.

Then Scrimshaw launched himself at Hiccup, claws raised, jaw unhinging as he unleashed a shrill screech.

Hiccup broke away in a dash, already knowing it could only end in death. Any moment now, someone's hands would catch him by the throat. Hadrian would seize him and Scrimshaw would rake through him with his claws, spattering the roses with his blood. Or, Scrimshaw would suck away all of Hiccup's life and then gut him like he promised.

That ghost was right. He _would_ die here.

As he reached one of the archways that would lead him back into the maze, he heard a fierce yell, followed by a crashing sound. Loud and unexpected, it made Hiccup stop even though his body urged him to keep running. The noise, like a porcelain bowl smashing, sounded just like the splintering of a demon.

Hiccup whipped around to find Hadrian standing erect in the center of the domed room while Scrimshaw, half-shattered, missing on arm and half of his torso, knelt several yards off, surrounded by the scattered pieces of his broken body.

Hiccup gaped at Scrimshaw as he peered around at the fragment-strewn floor, his eyes flitting from his severed arm, the one portraying the etching of the long-haired and diamond-tailed mermaid, to the smashed shard, and finally, to the unlikely figure who had wrought the destruction.

As he stared up at Hadrian, the look of shock on Scrimshaw's face began to fade, transforming into demonic rage. He opened his mouth, let loose a howl, and dispersed into swirls of black ink. Re-forming on his feet, Scrimshaw ran full tilt toward Hadrian, who stood ready.

Scrimshaw closed the distance between them. He pulled back his remaining arm and prepared to swing at Hadrian, whop at the last moment dissipated into wisps of violet ink. Then Scrimshaw loosened once more into black swirls, slithering through the air to entwine with the purple vapor. The two of them merged into one cloud, a virulent mixture of opposing currents, each struggling to overpower the other.

Together they flew across the room, past Hiccup, who pressed himself to the floor as they collided with a patch of wall just behind him. A torrent of rose petals burst forth. Their faces, sharp and snapping, swam up through the murk of the smoke as they shot along the concave ceiling, cutting a sawlike path and sending down a spray of more bloodred petals.

Hiccup pushed himself to his feet. He ran out into the center of the room, to the fountain. Grasping the railing, he peered up into the domed ceiling, his eyes seeking out Hadrian. Was he . . . could he possibly be . . ._ protecting_ him?

Reappearing in solid form, Scrimshaw kneed Hadrian in the abdomen and punched him back, crashing into the wall of vines. Scrimshaw dived in, but Hadrian grabbed his wrists and head-butted him back. Hadrian then windmill kicked Scrimshaw, and Scrimshaw responded by sucker punching him and shucking Hadrian to the other wall.

A large crater embedded into the wall, and Hadrian fell as Scrimshaw dived.

One of them, Hiccup wasn't sure which at first, transformed into a bird. Flapping giant wings, the enormous creature suddenly switched its path of attack, aiming itself straight for Hiccup, talons bared.

Hiccup screamed and, falling to his knees, lifted his arms to cover his head just in time to shield his face from the claws that slashed the flesh of his wrists and hands. They raked at him mercilessly, and the sound of his own cries joined with the creature's piercing screeches. Reaching back, Hiccup brought forward his shield, and is rewarded when he hears it smack against the bird's body.

The bird flips back in the air for a second before regaining itself and screeches. Hiccup huddles behind the shield as he sees the bird prep for anther dive. Until a second bird swooped in to divert the first. In a flurry of tearing feathers and stabbing beaks, the two birds freewheeled far up and away from Hiccup. They fluttered madly against each other, almost seeming to become one best for a brief moment, until with talons locked, they began to plummet toward the ground. They tore apart at the last second, the larger of the two birds ripping free one wing of the smaller.

The smaller bird – a crow – squawked as it burst into murky violet wisp, re-forming with a hollow cry into the figure of Hadrian, his arm now missing from the shoulder socket down. The second bird, a raven, hurtled itself fast as an arrow toward Hadrian, who had lost sight of the other demon.

"Behind you!" Hiccup cried as he saw Scrimshaw solidify at his back.

Hadrian swung around, just in time for Scrimshaw to plow into him.

Hiccup heard the sickening crunch, the sound of a delicate glass object wrapped in cloth being smashed to bits. A second crash followed as Hadrian tipped onto the floor, half of his side caving in on impact, the back of his head collapsing inward like the shell of an egg.

"Hadrian!" Hiccup cried and ran toward him.

His saw his eyes flicker out and become empty pits, as hollow as the hole in his cheek.

Hiccup barreled forward, readying his shield into a crossbow at Scrimshaw. The demon looked up from the body of his slain opponent. He dodged the arrow, but a second later, Hiccup grabbed the shield's outer rim and flung it at the demon. It crashed into Scrimshaw's face, crumbling his nose. Scrimshaw was flung back and the shield spun back around like a boomerang and landed in Hiccup's hands.

As Hiccup stepped in front of Hadrian, Scrimshaw's eyes narrowed on him, no longer full of morbid playfulness or cryptic mirth but genuine malice and hate.

"_You,_" he seethed. "This is all because of _you_. I am _tired_ of you. It ends . . . now!"

He rushed him and Hiccup fell back, sprawling against the floor as his shadow grew long over him. Scrimshaw raised his arm, claws gleaming.

All hiccup could do was cover his face with his shield and wait for the deathblow to rain down.

The blow never came.

For what felt like an eternity, Hiccup stayed crouched where he was, curled into himself behind his shield.

Was he waiting for him to look up? Was it that he wanted Hiccup to see it coming?

Hiccup refused. He would not lift his gaze. He couldn't give Scrimshaw the satisfaction of seeing the terror on his face.

His thoughts, those that would surely be his last, wen tot Hadrian and his efforts to try and save him. Whatever he'd been, whatever tortures and horrors he had brought with him before, here in this moment, he had tried to protect Hiccup. He had tried and he failed.

Hiccup shifted his eyes in the direction where Hadrian had lain, scattered and broken. But Hiccup did not see him there.

Except for a few splintered bits, he was gone.

Hiccup risked a glace up and saw Scrimshaw's single hand now groping at his throat, attempting to pry away the black-clawed fingers that gripped him there, squeezing.

Trembling, Hiccup watched as the hairline crack along Scrimshaw's skull began to widen. Others soon appeared as the pressure increased. The web-thin fissures spread quickly across his startled face like black veins.

Hadrian continued to tighten his hold on Scrimshaw's neck, until, at last, the blue demon succumbed, sinking to his knees.

For a moment, it seemed as though Scrimshaw might try to speak, to say something to Hiccup, his but words were cut off, crushed into silence along with his neck, which caved at last under Hadrian's unrelenting grip.

Hiccup shrieked, cringing as Scrimshaw's head toppled from his shoulders. It fell to the floor, where it shattered amid the layer of dust and petals. His body followed soon after, slumping slowly to one side, then toppling to the floor.

Hiccup stared at the empty torso, transfixed by its hollow interior. His eyes skimmed the surface of the remains, focusing on the few beautifully carved images that, despite the extent of the destruction, had managed to remain intact. A swirling whirlpool, a rolling cascade of waves and foam, the curling tentacles of a giant octopus. There was the sailing ship too, only half of which now exited, the other half seeming to have dropped off into the jagged and open cavity of his side.

Looking closer still, Hiccup noticed what seemed to be a miniature portrait among the carvings. Engraved just above the heart, the image showed the quarter profile of a young woman, her head turned as though she was peering back at something over one shoulder. Her eyelids, heavy and drooping, veiled her downcast eyes, which seemed as though they wanted to close. The girls' dark hair, etched with care in minute curving lines, was bundled around her head in an old-fashioned style. Hiccup thought he recognized the image, but before he could place his finger on it, his attention was drawn to Hadrian's wavering shadow.

Hiccup tilted his head up to find the demon still hovering over him.

He swayed, seeming disoriented, even lost as he peered down and around himself. It made Hiccup wonder if he even knew what had just happened, what he had just done, or exactly how much damage he had sustained.

Hiccup watched as he lifted his hand to his collar. Grabbing hold of the top strap of his jacket, he wrenched it loose, baring his chest. He touched the fragmented area just above his heart, the place he had repaired the morning Hiccup had found him sitting by the fountain. He cringed as several shards tumbled forth, falling to clink against the marble floor.

"I . . . told you," he wheezed, his words almost entirely voiceless. It was as if, like a shattered violin, he had lost the ability to resonate sound. "Didn't I tell you?"

Holding his hand over then open crater in his chest, he tottered away from Hiccup, away from the mess that was Scrimshaw. As he moved, his whole frame creaked, groaning like a rickety structure preparing to collapse in on itself.

"Hadrian, you're hurt."

Hiccup placed his palms on the ash-powdered floor, about to push himself to his feet, when a quiet _pop_ mad him stop. It was the sound of one of Hadrian's knees fracturing. He began to list to one side, then slip straight down toward the floor. Hadrian landed on his knees with a _crack_. The weight of his torso caused his upper body to tip forward, like the trunk of a tree whose base had been sliced cleanly through.

Fumbling forward, Hiccup caught him as he toppled into his open arms. Hadrian's hand fell away from his chest, allowing a slip of fabric to pour halfway out of him as he slumped against Hiccup. Keeping a firm hold on Hadrian, his broken form as light and lifeless as a marionette's, hiccup guided him gently to the floor; fighting back the tears. Then his eyes went to the thin length of smooth cloth that had tumbled from his chest and partially into Hiccup's lap.

Hiccup nearly lost it at the sight of the violet ribbon. His mother's ribbon. _His_ ribbon.

"No. No, no, no." Hiccup whispered.

Hiccup didn't dare touch it as he peered down at Hadrian, who stared upward and past Hiccup at something above him.

Hiccup glanced briefly at the statue of the woman who stood atop the fountain.

"You _can't_ let her win." The demon rasped.

Hiccup returned his gaze to Hadrian. "Hadrian," he said, hoping to bring his attention back to him.

"Present," he said, his eyes shifting to meet Hiccup's, "if not accounted for."

Hiccup clamped his mouth closed, but he had to speak. To admit. "I can't do this without you."

Hadrian squeezed his eye shut as though the sentence pained him. When he opened them again, his lips began to move, attempting to form words. "Sure you can, you're Hiccup." He whispered, making a feeble gesture with his hand before turning his head from Hiccup, refusing, it seemed, to meet his gaze.

Hiccup seized the ribbon and tossed it aside.

"No, I-I made you a promise. I said I'd come back for you." Hiccup choked.

"You said you needed the ribbon. Asked me to keep it safe. Or don't you remember?"

Hiccup shook his head. "I said I'd come back for both of you."

"One out of two isn't bad." Hadrian coldly joked.

"You're more important than a ribbon!" Hiccup burst out, before really considering if it was a good idea.

"_Why?_" He demanded, his head turning toward him, his frame crackling.

"Because!" Hiccup snapped, flinching as a new fracture erupted across his face. "After everything you've done, and everything you did to, help me, you deserve it." Hiccup sniffed.

"You don't understand us. We don't even understand ourselves."

"Please," Hiccup softly cried. "Please help me. Help me find her and – and I can try to put you back together."

Hadrian laughed, the sound low and continuous, deep and corrosive. And as he laughed, he began to crack apart, his body crumbling while the fault line in his face threatened to split wider. Then, as suddenly as it had come, his laughter ceased and his smile fell away. He seemed to relax as he rolled his head carefully in Hiccup's direction, as though he knew that his next movement could prove to be his last.

"Is that why you came back?" he asked. "To fix me?"

The way he was looking at Hiccup now, his half-splintered face shorn clean of its malevolence – it reminded him of another face. A calm and quiet face.

"_Hiccup?_" Hiccup whispered.

Cupping Hadrian's head, Hiccup leant down and took a deep breath, then placed his lips on the breaking demon. Blowing the air into Hadrian's lungs, Hiccup could see Hadrian's remaining chest rise and fall. Hiccup breaks apart for another breathe, then kisses him again with a deeper breath.

It's so bizarre, definitely, but Hiccup didn't care. Right now he was willing to do anything it took to keep Hadrian with him. Remembering how Scrimshaw had sucked the air and, essence out of him, Hiccup hoped the same would go for Hadrian.

Hiccup didn't dare to pump the spot over Hadrian's heart, fearing it'll only crack him more. Hope flickers within Hiccup as he hears a cracking and grinding sound.

Breaking their contact and looking up, Hiccup watches as little fragments crawl their way toward Hadrian and manage to piece together in little pieces, but it was better than nothing.

Hadrian's eyes, which had begun to fade out, the black murk within thinning into a filmy and translucent glaze, suddenly grew solid again.

Hiccup scooted himself still closer to him, cupping his cold, hard face in his hands.

"See, I can help you," Hiccup's voice shaking. "And you're connected to me, I can make you whole."

"Not exactly appropriate." Hadrian jokes.

"Who cares, I can help. I can make you _free_."

Hadrian lifted his hand toward Hiccup, and even when Hiccup felt his claws graze his cheek, Hiccup did not pull back. He pressed his cheek into the cold hand. Closing his eyes, a small bud of calmness and, comfort, budding at Hiccup's core.

"She's home." He croaks.

Hiccup replies with an indiscriminant shake of his head. "Let me help." He begs.

"Hiccup," he said.

Hiccup opened his eyes, tears streaming down his cheeks. Soaking into Hadrian's palm.

"I'm already free."

With that, Hadrian allowed his arm to fall. As it met with the floor, it send a vibration ricocheting through his body. The fissure in his face could bear no more. It split wide, and his head cracked in two.

Instantly his eyes became empty sockets.

A tightness gripped in Hiccup's chest. Hiccup clutched his fists. Around him, the roses clinging to the dome began to quiver. All at once, they gave a unanimous shudder, and with a sound like the rush of brittle leaves, they began to shrivel and die. The decay spread before him in a wave, as though wrought by an invisible fire.

Ash rained down around him.

Hiccup looked up at the figure that stood atop the fountain.

With a howl of rage, he made it burst apart.

Amid the wreckage and floating dust, Hiccup pulled the ribbon free from his chest.

Crumpling into himself, he released a choking sob, knowing that he too, belonged to the ruin.


	18. Chapter 18

Staring down at him in numb shock and disbelief, Hiccup scanned the rubble of the nightmare creature who had once taken so much delight in tormenting him. But no measure of relief came with his demise. Instead, a wave of sorrow swept over him as he thought he finally understood what Hadrian was.

In some way, he had belonged to the deepest essence of Hiccup's being. All the broken pieces of himself that Hiccup had buried, all those bits that terrified his own mind, all accumulated into one beast, a deranged creature born out of everything he knew he wasn't supposed to do or feel. An entity made of desires and emotions and all the longings Hiccup could never admit to anyone – not even himself.

And if he was one of many demons, Hiccup thought, then they were the most personal kind. Shrapnel of the soul. But then, did that make them soulless?

Hiccup turned his head to looks back at the shattered form of Scrimshaw, knowing at once whose portrait he had seen carved into his chest. It had been Haymitch's young bride.

Like Scrimshaw with the tiny etching just over his heart, Hadrian had carried _his_ close too. Hidden within.

And just as Hadrian had changed, so had Hiccup.

It was the only thing that made sense.

Hiccup felt something warm slide down his cheek.

Frowning, Hiccup lifted one dust-caked hand and pressed his fingers to the place where Hadrian had touched his a moment before.

Hiccup lowered his hand and saw a smear of crimson.

Blood.

Back in the real world. Things have taken an unexpected turn.

The sky had ripped open. The clouds slowly bled into a deep violet-to-black and slowly drifted to hover above Hiccup. The driving wind howled through the night. An unhuman howl echoed through. The air inside and out whipped around him violently, like a vortex. Swirling in the sky, if it could still be called the sky, lightning ripped through, and struck the forest area too close to Stoick and the others.

"What's happening?!" Fishlegs cries.

Everyone could hear the fire before they see it. Fire was all around them, full of rage and chaos and destruction. The smoke in the air was so thick, they started choking on it. The heat was singeing the air right off their arms. The billows of smoke, fluffy and grey, belched from the trees and drifted toward the sky. The winds howled, but wait, there was a voice.

"_No!"_

It wailed across the village, rattling everyone to the core.

"No, Hiccup." Astrid whimpered.

"Stoick! Look!" Gobber suddenly yelled.

The flames raced toward Hiccup, and became transparent. Hiccup's body started to lift off the ground, the wind whipping his hair every which way, a painful agitated look on his face. But he wasn't moving, as if he were still dreaming, unaware of the destruction around him.

His arms hung, dangling down, his legs limp and teeth grit. He was becoming moist with sweat and tears streaming down his face.

The sky was empty, absolutely black. The smoke covered everything – the trees, the sky.

The ground beneath suddenly begins to tremble. Little pebbles and loose grains of dirt skip and slide across the grass. Below, the screams of villagers could be heard. There was a sudden surge and it smacked everyone back into the treelines. Stoick and Gobber cracking the trunks close the breakage.

Astrid pushes herself on shaky arms and shakes her head to rid it of splinters. She looks back and sees the charred remains of where they stood just mere moments ago. Nothing remains but a pile of scorched debris and a gaping crater directly underneath Hiccup.

Suddenly Hiccup screams; a raw, and primal roar of fury.

Lightning strikes the village, and every instinct in Astrid screams to run, but she can't look away, at the village and Hiccup. Besides, running means leaving Stoick and Gobber behind, and she won't do that. A feeder's base shrivels away and tipping over, crushes two of the villagers running toward the Great Hall. Horror trembles through everyone as the fire, as if alive, strafes the closer wagons and people with its furious bite.

People are burning, throwing themselves on the ground and beating at the flames, but the beast just keeps spewing and chewing at anything that moves. Citizens race up the roads from the Square, pushing and shoving to gain a better position over one another. Some are crying. Yelling. Screaming. The crush of people move in mindless panic. Those who hesitate or turn against the mob are flung to the side or trampled beneath pounding feet.

"Gobber!" Stoick's voice suddenly rings out. "Help me take care of the village, you kids focus on putting out the fire!" he orders.

Astrid turns to him. "We're not leaving him!" she screams.

"He'll be fine!" Grandmamma shouts over the chaos. "I'll watch him! The Pentagram will keep him stationary! Go!"

After a moment's hesitation, the kids mount their dragons and follow Stoick down to the village.

With a careful hand, Hiccup wound the satin ribbon slowly around one trembling wrist.

Its softness helped to calm him, if only for a moment.

He avoided looking down as he moved forward through the wreckage, the bits and pieces, the empty limbs strewn across the floor. Making his way to the wall of flowers, he did his best to block out the sound of shards popping and crunching beneath the soles of his boot and prostatic leg.

He stopped at a section of interlacing iron and vines uninterrupted by any archway. Reaching out, he clasped the empty air next to one of the iron bars, and as he did so, a matching ornate door handle materialized in his fist.

Hiccup twisted the handle and the door swung outward.

As he'd suspected, the world outside the rose garden held the muted gray landscape of the woodlands. Trees, black and dead, stood innumerable before a glowing violet horizon. Leaden and tattered, the clouds hung low in the slate-colored sky, while the interlocking boughs of the trees created a webwork of shadow patterns over the ash-coated ground.

Within the dense forest, Hiccup could discern two rows of old-fashioned lampposts, their holders lit with violet flames. He stepped out of the gardened drawn by the flickering of their otherworldly light, his boot and foot sinking into the spongy ash. On either side of him, through the network of trees, he could also see a line of familiar houses, though their structures were far recognizable now.

The foundations beneath supported mere frames, the facades themselves in crumbling ruin. Doors and windows lacked panes and wood, giving the homes the appearance of blackened skulls, their vacant entrances like slack-jawed mouth gaping in shock.

With the fountain at his back, Hiccup did not have to guess to know where he was.

It made sense.

The neighborhood Hadrian showed him had a mirrored-image dreamworld counterpart.

_A twilight version of_ _reality_, Hiccup thought, remembering the words Grandmamma had read aloud from the book describing Jolene's domain.

And Hadrian . . . in the moment before he'd shattered apart, hadn't he told him that Jolene was "home"?

Hiccup choked back a sob as he remembered the way his head shattered in two, how he had protected him. Hiccup swallowed it down, not allowing himself to grieve for him.

_ No. don't think about it Hiccup. Not now. It won't help. _

He doesn't know what's going on with the others. All he can do is hope they're okay. They have to be.

Hiccup glanced in the direction of the house he had seen in his dreams. Through the thick cluster of trees, he could determine only the vague outlines of the homes farther down the street. He moved onward, trying to ignore the sharp sting of the scratch that marred his cheek. But the pain, like the thought of what the wound meant, would not relent.

Hadrian . . .

The way he touched Hiccup had seemed so gentle, like a caress. But he now knew that he'd inflicted the cut on purpose.

It had been his last act of protection. His final warning.

Hiccup stopped, refusing to let his thoughts stray in that direction. He knew better than to let the things that occurred in this world take root in his mind and grow. If he allowed that, he risked forgetting what was real, forgetting that what he'd had was real.

A burst of wind slipped past as Hiccup continued to make his way down the desolate street. It was the first breeze he had felt since leaving the garden. Cool and brisk, it carried with it a familiar scent. Coconut vanilla.

Ahead, the solemn structure of Jolene's house loomed into view, a darker twin of its real-world equivalent, its façade in complete reverse. Unlike the other houses, which all looked as if they'd been blown through from the inside out by well-thrown explosives, Jolene's house, though distorted, seemed to be intact.

The now-blackened windows gave the mansion a wounded look. And the stained-glass front door, no longer golden hued, hung slanted in its frame. A deep violet glow emanated from its colored panes, reminding Hiccup of the purple chamber from the dream, the room where he had left Hadrian with his promise.

The most obvious defragment of all, however, was the crack that zigzagged from the crown of the structure down to its very base, effectively splitting the crown of the structure down to its very base, effectively splitting the house into two. One side, the right side, stood straight, bricks and windows in solid order. But the left side tilted downward, the second-story window askew, like a sorrowful eye.

Hiccup stopped between a pair of trees that occupied the very place where the front sidewalk should have been. He looked up, seeking the bedroom window through the tangle of limbs, and saw a tall shadow slide by. It passed quickly, but he knew its shape anywhere.

"Jolene," he hissed, and hurried onto the sloping porch. But as soon as he touched the doorknob, an unexpected sound caused him to pull back.

Music. Piano music. It came muffled through the door, the lullaby drifting out in lingering tones.

Hiccup set his hand on the doorknob again. As he did so, he felt the metal twitch beneath his fingertips. He heard a sliding back, followed by the slunk of the heavy metal deadbolt. Then the door drifted slowly and silently open, moving inward on its own.

A screen of pure darkness greeted him.

Like the house itself, the blackness that pulsated within seemed somehow alive, made of the same substance he had seen churning on the ceiling of Haymitch's hospital room. It was the same murk that had stolen out of thin air to wrap its way around Hadrian during the battle, pulling him into its depths.

Hiccup listened as the piano music continued to flow forth. From beyond the sheet of darkness. He hesitated, wondering if following the music through the black miasma was exactly what Lilith wanted him to do. Lifting a hand to hamsa at his throat, Hiccup wrapped his fist around the amulet.

Even if this was a trap, he thought, what other choice did he have?

He stepped into the house.

As he moved through the doorway, he felt the blanket of shadows engulf him. Black smoke tendrils slithered over him. Like tentacles, they wrapped their way around his arms and wrist. He felt them pull him inward.

The darkness smudged his surroundings into nothing as the piano music became garbled in his ears. Though it grew louder for an instant, closer, the notes themselves began to tremble and shudder. They warbled and echoed, almost as though he'd been plunged far underwater.

Then as suddenly as they had taken hold, the shadows released him.

Like a thick fog, they receded from Hiccup, leaving him standing in the foyer of the house, a few clinging wisps slithering over his shoulders and arms.

Glancing down, he found himself wearing a tunic of pure ebony, his gritted and ash-caked clothes, along with his father's jacket, having vanished. A pair of black boots took the place of his old ones.

_Wham!_ The earsplitting crack of the door slamming shut behind him made Hiccup swing around. He watched the lock's brass thumb latch itself to one side, the deadbolt sliding into place once more.

Hiccup backed away from the door, layers of stiff fabric rustling around his legs.

Unlike his usual green tunic, this one was short-sleeve and a black band encircled his left arm while a crimson red sash hugged his waist. Black gloves with red wristbands and open finger-holes stretched up to his elbows ending in a soft point. Gold bands crossed across his chest in an X where a gold medallion clung to the intersection. Black pants clung to his legs and seeped into black buckled boots.

He did not have to strain to remember where he had seen it before. It had been worn by the evil Hiccup his vision.

His _true_ evil self.

Hiccup's hand sprang to his cheek, the silken satin ends of his mothers' ribbon, still tied to his wrist, brushing against his arm. He touched the scratch Hadrian had left, realizing that it too, had appeared on the body.

A sudden clang of piano keys made him jump.

"No, no," came a woman's soft voice from somewhere behind him. "Not a C there. How about a D instead?"

The music began again, and Hiccup turned to face the reversed interior of the house. White sheets covered all the furniture. Black draperies hung from the windows. Above, weak violet light flickered from a flame-lit chandelier with no chain. It hovered over his head, suspended by an invisible force, the crystal prisms and pendalogues jagged and broken.

To his right, the stairs that led up through the rest of the house looked loose and dilapidated. Glancing to his left, he saw that the doors to the parlor were closed. Through the long slit that separated the wooden panels, however, he could just make out the edge of the piano as well as someone sitting at its bench.

The floor creaked beneath him as he drew nearer to the doors.

He heard the melody stutter, stop, and start again.

This time, a woman's soft humming accompanied the haunting tune.

Hiccup crept closer and closer pausing only when he saw a flash of light from the corner of his eye. His attention snapped to the painting on the wall. It hung above the sheeted hallway table that held the model of a schooner, now bedecked with black sails. For a moment, the painting within the gilded frame appeared to be nothing more than a canvas of pure black. Another flash, however, revealed otherwise. A bolt of lightning contained within the square frame flickered to illuminate an old-fashioned ship as it tossed about on choppy nighttime waters. The fierce waves in the painting rolled and swelled, the whole tumultuous scene fluttering in and out of sight as the lighting continued to flare in the background. It lit the tar-colored underbellies of the clouds as well as the ship itself, which seemed as small as a toy amid the storm-tossed seas.

Hiccup caught the name Grampus across the ship's stern during one long barrage of lightning strikes.

Then the humming from within the parlor changed to singing, and his attention returned once more to the pair of sliding pocket doors. Quickly he slipped to stand just in front of the drawn panels, peeking through the slim space in between.

He saw a pair of elegant hands wandering over the white keys as the music rose and fell, every note melding with the woman's wispy voice to create a liquid sound.

"_Come my sweet lover,_

_I'll take thee away,_

_Into a land of enchantment._

_Come my dear lover,_

_The time's come to stay_

_Here in my garden of_

_Shadows."_

Inside the ornate and orderly room, and eerily familiar scene unfolded before him. The old-fashioned decorations and stately piano, the woman's elegant violet evening gown, the glittering comb in her hair – it all matched what had played in his dream the night he'd found his mother. And the comb. It was identical to the one he'd found in the box beneath the stairs in Jolene's home.

"_Follow sweet over, _

_I'll show thee the way,_

_Through all the pain and the sorrow._

_Weep not my lover,_

_For life is this way_

_Murdering beauty and passions."_

Hiccup pressed his palms to the wooden doors. He leaned in, bringing his eye even closer to the slit.

"_Hush now dear lover, _

_It must be this way_

_To weary of life and deceptions._

_Rest now sweet lover,_

_For soon we'll away._

_Into the calm, _

_And the quiet."_

All at once, the music stopped. The woman at the piano snapped her head toward Hiccup, her brown eyes lit from within by fear and surprise.

Hiccup's breath caught in his throat.

The woman scooted to the edge of the piano seat. She placed a hand on the keyboard cover and tensed, as though preparing to throw it down.

When their eyes met through the crack, however, the woman's trepidation fell away in an instant, replaced with a soft smile of relief and even gladness. Her face was one Hiccup had seen before, and a pinch of hatred itched at his chest.

"Hello there," Jolene said, speaking to Hiccup through the gap. "It's okay. You can come in. I shouldn't play so late. Did I wake you, darling? Do you want to hear the rest of our song? It's almost finished. Here let me sing you the last verse."

Hiccup frowned, realizing he'd heard this voice speak these same words once before. Along with the song, they'd played in this exact order in the woodlands in the dreamworld.

When the woman swiveled toward the piano again, Hiccup began to understand that whatever he was witnessing, it wasn't happening in real time. Like the vision of Haymitch in the hospital, he was seeing a moment from the past being replayed.

Just like . . . just like a memory.

Jolene's lips parted as she lifted her hands to the keys. Once more, music swelled, filling the room.

"_Come my sweet lover, _

_I'll take thee away._

_Into a land of enchantment._

_Come my dear lover, _

_The times come to play_

_Here in my garden of _

_Shadows."_

The final notes, deep and resonant, reverberated through the door, sending a barely perceptible vibration through Hiccup's hands. For several long seconds, Jolene remained still, staring at the keys as though they had done something she hadn't expected them to.

"I don't know," she said, half mumbling to herself. "Do you think that last part's too sad? Here, let me play you the whole thing, and you tell me what you think."

The song began again.

Hooking his fingers in the brass grooves set into the doors, Hiccup tried to pull them apart. They refused to budge, however, so he spread his feet, angling for a better grip, and then tugged again.

All at once, the wooden panels flew open with a bang. The piano music halted.

Jolene was gone.

The room now stood empty and wrecked, the furniture toppled and strewn about. The tattered curtains, pulled free from their decorative tassel ropes, hung limp over the tall black-paned windows. The overturned piano bench lay on its side, reams of loose sheet music spilling from under its hinged lid.

Black notes, all hand drawn, dotted the thin lines of musical staves, their corresponding lyrics written beneath in a looping and elegant hand.

Behind the piano, scattered and broken picture frames lined the built-in shelves, though none of the frames, save for one, actually held any images or photos. Like the windows, the frames had all been blacked out, except for the picture that sat in the very middle of the center shelf in an oval frame. It was a portrait of Jolene, a larger copy of the drawing he had found at her house.

Except the more he looked at _this_ picture, the more it seemed to change.

Going to the shelves, Hiccup took the frame between both hands. He held the life-size oval portrait out in front of him, studying the contours of the woman's face as they shifted and morphed, as though the portrait's subject couldn't seem to decide how she wanted to look.

Then the image began to dissolve, eaten through by another. In its place, Hiccup's own face appeared, complete with the angry red slit that now marked his right cheek. Hiccup took in a sharp breath as details of the room's dilapidated interior – the doorway, the hall, and the chandelier – began to fill in around his reflection until it became evident that in place of a picture frame, he now held a mirror.

"Memories." Came a melodious voice from behind him. "They are cobwebs of the mind."

Hiccup whirled, dropping the mirror, which shattered with a deafening crash as it hit the floor, shards flying out to scatter across the wood.

The owner of the voice stood just outside the parlor entry, her lithe and luminous veil-swathed figure framed by the wide doorway. Hiccup had not seen her there in the mirror.

"You can try and sweep them away," Lilith went on, her dark lips moving behind the translucent screen of gauzy fabric. "But it seems as if some trace always remains."

Hiccup watched her without budging, a numbness spreading its way through him, causing his skin to prickle and his entire body to hum with a terror that had not quite clicked within his brain yet.

"You – you don't have a reflection," he murmured.

"Though it would appear as if you have two," Lilith replied, smiling a small, close-lied smile. "At least in my mind."

Hiccup swallowed. Knowing Lilith meant Hadrian, he forced out his next words. "You killed him."

"He chose his own fate."

"You _killed_ him." Hiccup said, taking a step toward the doorway, a step toward the demon, "and now I'm here to avenge him and _every other_ man you deceived!"

"I would welcome you to fight all you like," Lilith said, and strode forward as well, passing through the doorway and into the parlor.

Distracted by the odd clicking noise Lilith's feet made when they came in contact with the hardwood floors, Hiccup glanced down. _Bird's_ feet, he realized with horror as he laid eyes on the enormous scaly black talons that peeked out from beneath the hem of the demon's gossamer robes. A realization drifting through his mind, back to what Hadrian said that one night, _"A succubus may take a form of a beautiful young girl but closer inspection may reveal deformities upon their bodies, such as bird-like claws or serpentine tails."_

"But the fact is," Lilith went on, "love to me is all just a cruel game. And you must understand, I _never_ lose."

Hiccup looked up again to see that the closer Lilith came, then more gaunt and inhuman she began to appear through the transparent barrio of her veil. With every step toward him, the white flesh of Lilith's cheeks sank father inward to reveal the contours of her skull, her lips shriveling back to expose rows of tiny needle-thin teeth. Her nose dissolved into a hole while her eyes, hollowing, became sunken pits lit by two distant pinpricks of light.

Hiccup staggered back, his leg catching on the overturned piano bench. He fell, sprawling on his side, and landed among the broken shards of mirror, which winked at him, reflecting light from the foyer's floating chandelier. But the glow trapped within those shards was not violet, but a warm ember.

And in the closest shard, one that lay nearest to his hand, there was something else, too. A face.

Hiccup met the familiar girl's startled gaze and the girl paused for an instant, her blonde bangs of her braided hair draped forward around her features as if, somewhere on the reality side of the mirror, she was bending or stooping to pick something up. Just when Hiccup realized it was Astrid, a large black talon slammed over the shard, crushing it.

Hiccup looked up to see the hideous thing that was Lilith looming over him.

Lifting a hand to the veils that covered her face, her skin no longer milky smooth but chalk white and tightly stretched, the creature pulled free the gauze with clawed fingers. Her ebony hair tumbled around her now racklike shoulders. Scraggly and thin, it began to fall out in stringy clumps.

Hiccup pushed himself backward, scrambling over the glass-sprinkled floorboards. When his spine met with the base of the bookshelves, he grasped at his throat for the hamsa.

Lilith laughed, a sound that was altogether girlish.

"You think your silly talisman will save you?" the demon asked, her eyes flicking to Hiccup's clenched fist, her fingers moving to hover just over the hand that held the amulet.

Hiccup made no move, even though his heart thundered in his chest. For a moment, he feared that the thing standing before him, this gruesome creature, more ghoul now than woman, would snatch the necklace free with her skeletal finger, toss it aside, and rip into him with her awful teeth.

Instead, Lilith's hand began to quiver, her outstretched fingers stopping just short of Hiccup. Then, like paper caught by a wayward flame, they began to wither and flake. A flicker of pain crossed her now-monstrous features as her hand began to crumple, her fingers curling back on themselves before dissolving into ash.

Those twin points of light widened as they continued to bore into Hiccup. Vines of blackness climbed up Lilith's neck and jawbone, her cheeks and forehead appearing like black reeds on her pasty complexion.

"It won't," the demon said, her voice no longer sensuous or girlish, but deep-throated and low, like that of a beast that had somehow learned to speak. "I don't have to touch you to destroy you. I have . . . other means for that."

As she dragged back her clawed bird's feet, the train of Lilith's white garments whispered against the floor. Hiccup stared as the demon made her way through the parlor doorway, where someone else now stood – a man.

Lilith went around him, her hand, rejuvenated and once more white and flawless, passing across his chest. Smiling, her dark beauty having returned, Lilith glanced over her shoulder at Hiccup.

"With him with me, I'll be unbelievably powerful, don't you think, Stoick?" she said to the man. "Knock him out. And then, before he comes to, before he awakens and realizes what's become of him, I want you to place him in my old quarters. I think you know where I mean."

With that, Lilith disappeared around the corner, leaving Hiccup with an evil double of his father. It was the very same man who had he'd said goodbye to before he stepped through the dimensions.

Hiccup pushed himself to his feet, bits of mirror glass that had stuck to his legs and tunic tumbling to the floor around him.

Quickly he drew forth one of the two swords he wore on his belt.

The wink of silver flashed cold as he aimed the blade straight at Hiccup.

In addition to being without his chef helmet, evil Stoick's slicked-back hair gleamed in the subdued light of the foyer chandelier. Its violet glow cast hard shadows across his already stern and unsmiling face. His eyes, black and dead, remained fixed on Hiccup.

Instead of the fear that Hiccup had expected to feel at the sight of an evil version of his father, Hiccup only felt rage and fury infect his veins like black poison.

Hiccup watched him as he swept the blade through the air in a clean and threatening stork that made him flinch and caused the thin strip of metal to sing. Lowering the cutlass, Stoick aimed the blade toward the floor and, thrusting it downward, embedded the sword between the floorboards. There, the tarnished hilt swayed as he took several steps backward into the foyer hallway. Drawing the second blade from its sheath, he gestured with it to the first.

"Pick it up," he said.

Hiccup's hands balled into fists at his side, a knee-jerk reaction to his command. "No."

"You'll pick it up," he said, assuming a stance of defense, his knees bent, blade aimed at Hiccup once again, his free arm behind him, held level with his chest. "or you won't. Either way, we fight."

"I don't want to fight you," Hiccup said. And it was the truth, though mostly because Hiccup kept reminding himself of Hadrian's words, about things in the dreamworld.

"_Don't trust anything you see."_

Though Hiccup's palms itched to grab the sword – the only means he could see to protect himself – the last thing Hiccup wanted to do was give in to his demand. The idea of him thinking he was Hiccup's real father sent a fresh wave of heart through his veins.

Instead, Hiccup took a deep breath and raised his hand. In a flash of light, a dagger appeared in Hiccup's hand, his finger coiling around the hilt. He opened his eyes and snarled.

"Interesting choice." Stoick said.

Hiccup didn't reply, instead, he aimed his blade at the evil double. Hiccup raised his weapon and rushed him. As the double raised his blade, Hiccup at the last minute dropped and slid between the entity's legs, slicing on the right leg at the Achilles tendon. He didn't bleed, but Hiccup hadn't expected him to.

As the double wobbled to the floor, Hiccup pushed to his feet and immediately whirled and drove the blade straight between his evil father's shoudlerblades. The thing wailed, but what was more rewarding was the look of surprise and momentary confusion that came over his stoic face. Smiling darkly, Hiccup yanked the blade out and flipping the blade, he slammed the hilt into the side of the evil twin's head.

He fell to the side, sprawling, but the grip on the sword still firm. Hiccup sprang forward and crashed onto the double, his elbow smashing into his stomach. Hiccup straddled its hips and readied the blade of his knife.

"How could you do this to your father?" the evil twin asks.

"You, are not my father." Hiccup seethed, and with anger blazing, he drove the knife into the evil double's heart area.

When it wasn't enough, Hiccup snarled and pulled the blade out, then slashing it down again, over and over. There was no blood, and it only made Hiccup want to stab him more until finally it did seep through the fabric and splatter on his face.

As he brought down his hand for a sixth impale, the Stoick twin's hand sprang up and grabbed Hiccup's wrist. Hiccup sneered as he felt the evil twin grab the front of his tunic and flip him over, sending Hiccup crashing into the puddle of shards from the mirror. He hissed in pain as he felt the searing pain of the wound.

As he pushed himself on numb arms, he felt a hand coil around his ankle and drag him close.

"Get the hell off me!" Hiccup screamed, and twisted at the waist, sending a fierce kick into evil Stoick's side. To Hiccup's pleasure, his aim landed true, and under the fabric of his tunic, he felt the part of his torso cave in with an audible crunch. He roared at Hiccup, more out of rage than pain. As he goes to launch on Hiccup, he brings his foot again and slams it at the twin's face.

The instant it back's off to shake its head, Hiccup's hand gropes the floor for the biggest shard from the mirror. As Stoick dives again, howling in fury, Hiccup twists and drives the shard deep into the twin's shoulder, and withdraws. The twin sneers and goes again.

As he pounces again, Hiccup raised the shard, the heat of his own blood searing his palm as he felt it soaking into the ribbon. Once twin Stoick was over him, Hiccup holds him by the collar of his tunic as Hiccup continually stabs in the evil double's side, whether it was his shoulder, armpit or torso. Stoick pulls back once more, and when he rushes Hiccup, Hiccup brings his hands up, griping the shard, and it penetrates the twin's heart area.

His body slacks and Hiccup rolls to get him off. He pushes to his feet and gazes at the apparition as his eyes become the empty sockets of a dead demon. Slowly his body disintegrates into ash and seeps into the floor. The shard falling once again to the floor with a quiet _clink._

Breathing deeply, Hiccup turns away from the demon, but falters. He briefly loses his balance, feeling slightly lightheaded as he reaches the doorway of the foyer. He holds his head as the adrenaline finishes its course through his veins.

_He's not real_, he keep thinking to himself. _Dad's back home. Safe._

Regaining his composure, Hiccup takes a deep breath and pushes himself off the doorway and drives himself to walk through the narrow hall he knew opened into the kitchen.

Once he was through the narrow bottleneck squeeze of the hallway, though, Hiccup paused, startled and bewildered to find that they were not in a kitchen at all but outside, on a long and wide stone balcony.

Fierce winds gusted around him, coming first from one direction and then another, whipping Hiccup's hair into a frenzy, tugging at his red cape this way and that. The violet ribbon fluttered in his peripheral vision.

To his left, a line of stone faces carved into the side of the house watched the storm with indifferent eyes. _Green men_, Hiccup thought, remembering them from the say he had seen the protector gargoyles on the facades of the houses in the neighborhood Hadrian showed him.

On his other side, a row of stone columns supported the floor above.

Through them, he saw a streak of lightning slice the sky in two, the ultraviolet spear of light illuminating the crooked line of black rock cliffs below that overlooked a white and rolling sea. And there, standing on the brick of the farthest bluff . . .

"_Jolene_." Hiccup sneered.

Hiccup bolted for stone walkway, but he was instantly cut short as someone had caught him from behind. Hooking around his waist with one strong arm, he held the blade of his sword to Hiccup's throat with the other.

"You won't be able to reach her." He hissed in Hiccup's ear.

Hiccup wrenched his elbow up and then jammed it into his stomach. Gobber took the blow with a grunt but did not release him.

"Let me go!" Hiccup yelled. Taking the hilt of a sword that he conjured from black wisps, between both hands, Hiccup plunged the tip downward straight in and through the bridge of his foot.

He released him at once. Hiccup stumbled away from him and father down the stone walkway. Evil Gobber limped after him, though his gait seemed to grow steadier with every footfall. It made Hiccup think about what had happened to Hadrian at the battle in the village, when Jolene gad turned his own blades against him, running him through with both. Even though Hiccup had been sure he was dead, Hadrian had remained unconscious for only a few seconds and then awoke to yank the swords of his own chest.

The memory reminded him there was nothing he could do to stop the demons she sent out.

But perhaps, he thought, glancing at the sightless eyes of one of the nearby green men, there was a way to distract him, to keep him busy while he found a way to the cliffs, to Jolene.

Hiccup went to the wall and placed his hand on one of the stone men's faces. He pictured his eyes blinking in his mind, and it was no more than a split second before they did.

"Fight." Hiccup whispered to the stone man, who immediately began to twist his head from side to side, causing the stone around him to crumple and fall away in chunks, revealing strong shoulders and a muscled torso, as though the rest of his body had merely been trapped within the wall. "Fight in my place." Hiccup said.

Hiccup did not wait to see what would happen when the gargoyle freed himself completely from the stone. Instead he hurried down to the next green man, and the next, whispering the same word to each of them. He looked back only when he reached the end of the balcony and a short set of stone steps, which led up to a massive and windowless wooden door marked with a large shield-shaped family crest.

The golems, free from the wall, which now bore a row of body-shaped crater, surrounded the evil double of Gobber.

Each of them, seven in total, held either a club or a spear clenched in gritty fists. Some of them even bent down to pick up the larger stone chunks of fallen wall.

Dropping his sword, Hiccup kicked it across the balcony floor in their direction before at last turning back to the door. He pressed down on the lever handle and pushed against the wood, face-to-face with the coat of arms, which bore in its center a pair of outspread dragon's wings, in the middle of which blazed scrolling word Usher.

Hiccups rushed into an open and dimly lit hallway. Whirling, he shoved the door shut behind him. It banged into place, its echo reverberating around him, ricocheting into the high vaulted ceiling.

Even through the thick layers of stone and wood, Hiccup could still hear the shouting of his name, calling out to him just before the sharp and unrelenting barrage of clanking and crashing ensued.

Hiccup slowed his steps. He spun in a quick circle, taking in his surroundings. The hallway was too long and the ceiling too high to be the dream house.

Scanning the walls, he could find no windows.

Old-fashioned threadbare tapestries depicting medieval knights, nobles, and ladies hung in their place over the decorative purple-and-gold-papered walls.

A plush Persian carpet runner ran the length of the floor beneath his feet, while tall curio cabinets full of strange artifacts like gold scarabs, foreign ankhs, and bleached animal skulls lined the walls on either side of him. Long hallway tables holding stacks of ancient books sat outside several set of closed double doors along with heavy high-backed chairs, the arms of which bore the carved images of crouching sphinxes.

Golden candelabra shaped like women in flowing gowns adorned the walls, the low and steady light they offered between their outstretched hands providing minimal relief from the darkness that saturated everything.

Somehow he'd been transported somehow else, to some type of antiquated mansion or castle.

Disoriented, Hiccup thought about making another door like he had in the garden. Picturing the cliffs in his mind's eyes, with Jolene standing on the verge of the jutting precipice, he held one hand out in front of him. The ends of his bloodstained ribbon dangled loose from his outstretched wrist.

He waited, but nothing happened.

Hiccup held his arm steady, willing a door to materialize, like it had for Hadrian in the woodlands, like it had for him on the Rose Garden. There was no response to his intention, tough, not even a ripple in the air. His hand, as well as the space before him, remained empty.

He glance around again and noticed that there, at the end of the hall, one of the walls ended at a staircase.

Hiccup ran toward it, and as he sprinted down the passage, the eyes of the figures in the tapestries followed. In his peripheral vision, he saw the heads of the faceless candelabra women turn to watch him pass. Hiccup ignored their stares, placing a hand on the grand banister of the staircase, the polished wood shining liquid black in the low gleam of the flickering tapers.

Hesitating for only an instant, already knowing he had no other choice, that he couldn't go back the way he'd come, Hiccup took the steps, rushing to the short landing and then up around the second flight to the level above. As long as he kept moving, he thought as he climbed, as long as Jolene stayed foremost in his mind, he would reach her no matter which direction he went. The dreamworld would take him there. He had to believe that. He had to believe that.

And if he couldn't find a way down to the cliffs yet, at least he might be able to locate a vantage point – a window or balcony from which he could spot Jolene again and try to get his attention.

When he reached the next floor, Hiccup hurried into the center of another hall, similar to the one he'd left below. He rushed, keeping his aim on one of the many gigantic ebony pairs of double doors. Hiccup scanned the surface of the door wildly. Shuddering, the doors knocked in their frames before suddenly flying apart with a deafening bang, thrown open by a gust of tempest wind that now surged against him.

The empty room within, reversed like the foyer and parlor had been, was one Hiccup knew. Hadrian's . . .

Except for two solid black windows, everything else seemed just as he remembered from the dream.

Once of the windows, the one through which he had seen Hadrian sitting near in the armchair, had been flung wide.

The driving wind howled through the casement in an unceasing drone, gusting through the room and past Hiccup, moaning as it entered the hall behind him.

Looking up, he noticed a thin crack running vertically all the way across the ceiling and down the wall, separating the room into two and disappearing into the floor. As he stepped over the threshold, he glanced around to find himself alone, with no indication that anyone had been in the room a moment before.

He stood beneath a chandelier with candles. Their flame shape sputtered, trying to stay lit. The nonworking fireplace instead held an assortment of glass bottles and dried and dusty reddish-purple roses. Books lined the shelves of a bookcase in perfect order. The closet door stood open, its sliding door folded back to reveal the empty hanging bars.

As Hiccup moved farther in, the plaster overhead began to crumble along the crack and fall like pebbles. He pressed forward, drawn to the open window, through which he could hear the crashing of nearby waves. He stopped in front of the open sash and peered out into the desolate expanse of the dreamworld.

There, in the distance, on the cliff's ledge, stood a veiled figure, her black hair windswept and wild.

Hiccup pulled himself into the window frame. Straddling the ledge, he was about to climb out onto the top metal platform when a low feminine voice made him pause.

"You do surprise me."

Already knowing who he would find, Hiccup checked ahead.

"I do not as yet know how you passed through the boundary between our worlds," the voice continued. "And I certainly did not expect you would come this far. But I am impressed by your resolve."

Reluctantly, Lilith glanced over her shoulder to Hiccup.

Her face, again beautiful and covered by sheer veils, held a serene expression as she watched Hiccup steadily with two large and unblinking eyes.

"Pity, tough, to think that you came all this way and have endured so much for nothing," she said. "Because I can promise that I will not let you go."

"You don't know me."

"I do," she said, "far better than _she_ ever could. Well enough to know that _you_ are at home here."

"_This_ is not my home." Hiccup scowled. "_You_ are not my home."

"I beg to differ."

Hiccup pulled himself through the window and onto the platform. He climbed down the ladder. Reaching the last rung of the metal ladder, he dropped down to where the rocks flattened. All round stood the countless ruins of ancient stone structures, the sills of their hollow casement windows filled with ash.

"I know what you've done – and what you tried to do," Hiccup said. "The things you showed me about them . . . and what you've tried to tell me all this time. You may have thought I believed you, but I don't."

"If anything, I'm the victim here." Lilith said. "Everything you do causes me pain. Torture me with a smile, burning me with your flame."

"A little danger's never stopped you before." Hiccup snarled.

He claws his hand and feels the hilt of another sword vapor into his palm.

"You can stab my heart a million times." Lilith spoke, approaching Hiccup, a smile perking at her lips. "I'll still lick up the blood and smile."

Hiccup swung around to face the cliffs. Even though he wanted to charge, he knew he wouldn't be able to surprise her. Soon, all Hiccup could hear was the roaring waves and the hiss of the whipping winds.

As he approached the place where the rocks extended outward over the churning waters, the bluff tapering like a pointed finger, Hiccup slowed. He ventured out carefully onto the overhang, his feet crunching over the craggy terrain that was going ever narrower. The wind surged stronger still, growing more and more agitated, the gales lashing at him, lifting Hiccup's hair in a maddening dance. He came to where she stood staring out across the ash-white waters, less than a foot from the cliff's edge, stopping only when he reached her side.

Far below, the waves leaped at the rocks, hungrily licking at the flat face of the cliff.

Hiccup wanted to strike, he knew he did, but something prevented him. His fingers were somehow stiffened shut, clasped around the hilt of the sword. Something was holding him back.

"You're too good to let go, Hiccup." Lilith softly spoke.

"You only want to use me." Hiccup retorted, gripping the sword. "Just like all the others."

"But you're special," Lilith said. He felt the brush of Lilith's knuckles against his jaw. His eyes fluttered shut and his lips quivered. She was ice cold. "All those other boys mean nothing."

He felt a rush of warmth course through him, a relief as pure and sweet as spring rain. His hand twitched until it pried open, releasing the sword. It didn't even hit the floor as it dissipated in a murk of black wisps.

"Stay with me." She whispered.

Lilith drew closer, tilting her head up. Hiccup had just enough time to take in a breath, to blink, to part his lips before she took them with her own.

Time froze. His heart ceased to beat. A tremble ignited as it ran through then length of his body, his sense becoming amplified.

He surrendered to her.

His heart pounded in his chest, his thoughts shattering into senseless fragments. He felt her palms press to his biceps as they kissed. Her lips moving in a hypnotic, erotic dance. Urgent. Gentle. So slow.

Sweet, soft demolition.

At the same time, Hiccup felt his skin starting to shrivel like a drying flower wilting in the summer's heat.

Suddenly, Jolene jerked. She became rigid, and Hiccup coldly smiled through the kiss. She jerked back, but Hiccup held her there, but kept them at a distance where the both of them could see the hilt of Hiccup's dagger as it had impaled her diaphragm. Dark red blood oozed down the blade to the hilt, and seeped down her stomach, permeating her gossamer gown.

She looked to him with shock, then ever so quickly twisted with anger – with hate.

"You're," Hiccup scarcely more than breathed. "Dead to me."

Jolene snarled, and her face quickly contorted into the face of a rabid animal. She moved so fast. Before Hiccup could register the glare of hatred, she jerked him to one side.

Hiccup felt his feet part from the rocks.

Weightlessness took hold of him as he swung out and over the ledge of the cliff.

As she let him go.

The wind whistled its high and lonely song in his ears.

He fell away into the oblivion of the storm until he could no longer see the cliff – could no longer see her.

Only the slip of the violet ribbon as it untraveled from his wrist, floating up and away from him and out of sight forever.

Where he knew he should've found nothing, blackness, Hiccup instead discovered a chamber in the catacombs.

Immediately his focus settled on the source of the humming, a shrouded figure who lay faceup on the lid of a horizontal tomb.

Positioned in the center of the room, the coffin-shaped crypt sat atop a set of stairs stationed directly below a blue stained-glass skylight embedded in the stone ceiling. Moonlight, sheer and diaphanous, poured through the sapphire panes. It bathed the slender body that lay concealed beneath a snow-white sheet in dappled patterns.

The melody drew Hiccup farther, beckoning him like a siren's song into the room.

Something crunched under his foot, but he ignored it, too distracted by the array of broken and empty-eyed demons faces that seemed to watch him from their perches on the rows of shelves lining the narrow chamber's four walls.

Suddenly realizing where he stood, Hiccup froze.

He was back. Back in the blue marble crypt that held the sarcophagus with the stone woman lying on top.

But unlike before, the lid the tomb was no longer ominously shifted open.

While the shrouded figure kept on humming, Hiccup glanced to the far corner of the room, to the place where he had first encountered the blue-haired demon who called himself Scrimshaw – the same demon he had seen in the vision of Haymitch's death.

The space he had once occupied was empty, cleared away to reveal the stone floor.

Lifting a hand to his collar, grasping the hamsa, Hiccup drew nearer to the tomb. He mounted the steps, and as he edged closer the the shrouded form, the woman's humming began to slow. He reached out a quivering hand and grabbed a portion of the stiff close to the figure's face. Keeping his other hand firmly clamped around the hamsa, he began to draw the sheet slowly away.

The figure beneath stopped humming.

Inch by inch, the sheet slipped free to reveal a boy dressed in a green tunic, the same one Hiccup always wore.

He uttered a clipped cry.

Brown hair lay in a halo around the boy's head. Wisps of featherlike hair framed an all-too-familiar face – _his_ face.

Hiccup let go of the sheet. The covering continued to slide off the sarcophagus, the cloth pooling onto the stairs and tumbling over Hiccup's shoes. Inky splotches began to seep through the material of the tunic, the layers of clothing transforming to pure ebony.

Hiccup watched with mounting horror, unable to look away.

The boy lay prone on the lab, his still lips painted, his eyes closed. A slanted needle-thin scratch marred his right cheek, the cut a deep purple against his ashen skin. Bound to his stiff and pale hands by a violet ribbon, the same violet ribbon Hiccup had lost, the corpse held a bouquet of pristine white lilies. Their stifling perfume, now unleashed, filled the tomb, lacing the stagnant air with their choking fragrance.

A twin version of Hiccup's hamsa circled his double's sallow neck. It gleamed in the frosted moonlight until a blanket of loud cover passed over the skylight, turning the opal in the center of the charm dim and milky.

Hiccup took a step backward and stumbled down the stairs, nearly falling.

He whirled for the door but it was gone now, replaced by flat stone.

"What the . . ." he mumbled, the words reverberating around him.

Rushing to the wall, he beat his palms against the place where the door had stood wide open only moments before.

Trapped, he spun to face the interior of the tomb again, but the sudden motion caused the room to reel and tilt. Tossed off his feet, Hiccup slammed onto the cold stone that pressed into his back and shoulder blades like a slab of ice.

"No!" Hiccup shouted.

Reaching out, kicking his legs and thrashing, he found himself boxed in by close narrow walls of smooth marble.

"_We could've been so happy._" Jolene's voice rang out.

Hiccup looked up and saw her onyx eyes glaring down at him.

Slowly, another slab stone crawled over the opening.

"Jolene, no!" Hiccup screamed.

But the slab sealed shut with a heavy wrenching slam.

Contained within the narrow coffin-shape space, the sound of his cries, he knew, would pierce only his own ears.

The sarcophagus – he'd now become sealed within.
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The air inside the circle whipped around Hiccup violently, like a vortex. Grandmamma watches as Hiccup's clothing slowly started to morph and bend. Tentacles of darkness crept from his chest and started to wrap around his body. His expression softened and his body leveled vertically.

When the darkness suddenly dissolved, Grandmamma released a clipped cry as Hiccup was now wearing an entire ensemble of black with a red cape, and a green gem poised at the center of his chest.

There was a surge, like an explosion, sending a wave of air rushing over the hilltop and along the village. The air swirled up toward the sky, in the same moment, it broke within the circle and was sucked up into the blackness above.

While the sky was still black, there was a moment of unnerving silence, the crackling of the fire reducing on its sown. Disintegrating down, consuming itself until it was as harmless as a dying fire in a hearth.

When Grandmamma looked back, Hiccup was gone.

Astrid landed Stormfly next to Meatlug, and hopping off she hurried over to Stoick who was still holding a bucket filled with water.

"What happened?" she asked.

"Everything just, stopped." Fishlegs answers.

"Does that mean Hiccup's, done?" Stoick asks.

Suddenly a thunderclap startled everyone.

"I wouldn't be too sure about that." Gobber said.

Their eyes followed to hover in the Plaza. Toothless started to snarl and hiss as hushed whispers started to voice around the village.

"What is that?" Snotlout nervously asks.

"Stoick!" a voice calls

Turning, Stoick watches as Grandmamma rushes toward the, and urgency and fear mixing on her wrinkled features.

"Grandma, what's happened?" Stoick asks as he helps her catch her breath.

"It's . . . Hiccup." She spoke between gasps of breath. "He, changed. Something's gone wrong. I think he's in trouble."

"What do you mean?" Astrid asks.

On cue, a knife of blue lightning slices the sky and suddenly they're looking at the back of Hiccup's body. His hair and red cape stuttering in the sudden gales that picked up in a blink. He was bathed in a haze of golden light.

"My boy." Stoick whispered.

Hiccup's head perked up, like he had heard him. And he slowly turned to face the group.

They nearly collapsed or gasped in unison at the sight of Hiccup's eyes. Two black-coin sized pit of darkness. His hair whipping at his face, Hiccup raised his arms above his head, toward the heavens. Lightning streaked across the sky, it exploded into flames, nearly striking Stoick, Astrid and Grandmamma.

"The chief, the slut, and the witch." Hiccup's voice spoke.

His voice was different, it had a melodic tone to it that was all too familiar to everyone. Combined with his normal tone, it sounded as though he was speaking through a thin layer of static.

He is no longer the quiet and brooding boy who once captivated her, but a dark fore powerful and malevolent.

"No," Astrid whispered.

"Oh yes." Hiccup replied. "I told you I'd win, and I have."

When he laughed, a feminine voice overpowered it and shivered Astrid to her core.

"Jolene." She snarled. Hiccup looked to her, and despite the fear his bottomless pit of eyes, she forced herself to speak. "What have you done with Hiccup?!"

"Let's just say he's occupied with a slight pediment having to do with his sleeping quarters." Jolene's voice spoke through Hiccup's lips. "So I've taken on the opportunity to see how well his powers can serve in the _capable_ hands."

Without another word, Hiccup's body raised up his hands, and glowing a sickly green color, shot two beacons of light toward the ground. Upon impact, the ground vibrated and cracked wide open, crawling toward Stoick and the others. Leaping out of the way, they all just missed at least thirty clawed hands bursting from below, reaching to snag their clothing and tear at their skin.

Jolene laughed again and soon startled shooting bolts of gold light toward houses, manipulating the fire so that it danced along the roofs, searing along the cobblestone and consuming anything in its path.

Stoick and Gobber fought off the demons that emerged from the ground while Hookfang and Meatlug tried to stop Hiccup from ruining the village. Noble villagers started to fight alongside them, while others guided mothers and children to the Hall.

Anger welled inside Astrid's chest, with nowhere to go. Feeling it eating away at her, Astrid knew if she didn't find a way to release it, it would destroy her. Shooting a glance at Stormfly who hissed at the hands that tried to claw at her.

"Fishlegs!" She screams. "Stall them, I have a plan!"

"Wait, where are you going?!" Fishlegs questions.

"To get Hiccup!" Astrid sprinted and catapulted her way onto Stormfly. "Come on girl!"

They flew off to the mountaintop, and Astrid was relieved to find the spellbook still there on the podium. But as she spotted it, in her peripheral vision, she saw a shadow hurdling toward it. She swooped Stormfly down and managed to snatch the book, just as the podium was gobbled up by a swell of land.

The wind had nearly ripped out all the pages. She flipped through the pages until she found the spell that Grandmamma had chanted to send Hiccup to the dreamworld. She flew Stormfly back to the Plaza, and finding Grandmamma near Gobber's blacksmith shop, she swooped and leaped off.

"Grandmamma!" she howled over the roar of the chaos. "I need you to say this spell and get me to Hiccup!"

"Are you insane girl?! Do you know what could happen? It's too dangerous!" Grandmamma protested.

"Grandmamma please!" Astrid pleaded. "We don't have too many options. She says she's trapped Hiccup somewhere, maybe I can reach him."

Astrid ducked them both inside as a fireball plowed into the chimney of the shop.

They ran into Hiccup's backroom in the rear of the shop. Pushing aside the curtain severing the area and the shop, a brief snippet of longing and mourning stabs Astrid's heart as she sees Hiccup's sketches and old journal entries.

"Look," Astrid started. "she's trapped Hiccup somewhere, apparently somewhere he can't get out. I _need_ to help him. Now that she's taken control of his body, she'll destroy the entire village! Please Grandmamma I need to get in there to help him."

Grandmamma doesn't have time to ponder as the blacksmith shop's foundation shakes.

With an irritated sigh, she says. "Alright. But this is to be quick! You go in, find him, release him, and get out! This _isn't_ your fight, so _don't _get involved!" she nearly shouts.

Astrid gapes at her, slightly shocked, but nods her head. Grandmamma then snatches the book and flips through the book's pages.

"Wait, why don't you just say the spell you used for Hiccup?" she asks.

"Because you're not a Valkyrie." Grandmamma snaps. "You'll only be in there for a short time, so you'll need a spell that will bring you back the moment the time's up."

"How long will I have?" she asks.

"The best I can give is an hour. But it'll feel like days in the dreamworld. Which reminds, me," she yanks on Astrid's shirt, bringing her down to her level. "Do not trust anything you see in there, it's all an illusion Jolene will set up to stall you. Don't fall for it. Stay focused on your mission. Then get your tuchus right back here when you're done!"

Astrid nods.

"Alright." Grandmamma says, releasing her shirt. "Now I'll need to get you close enough to strike both of you in unison."

"I can do that." Astrid confirms.

"Remember, time limit."

The two then headed back outside, and Astrid sprinting past Stoick and Gobber, she headed straight for Hiccup.

"Astrid!" Stoick yelled after her. "What are you doing?!"

Gobber flicks his gaze from Astrid to Grandmamma as she readies herself, the spellbook in her hand.

Astrid skids to a stop three yards from Hiccup's possessed body. She peers back at Grandmamma, and when she sees a thumbs up, Astrid turn back.

"Hey Jolene!" she howls.

Hiccup's head immediately jerks and snarls at the sight of her. Instantly, Grandmamma chanted the spell, touching the pages with her hand, she shouted the spell. "_Crour Pectoris Mei_!"

Lightning struck both Jolene and Astrid. Astrid felt the electricity course through her body and relaxed into it. Briefly accepting the quick thought that if she died, at least she'd be with Hiccup.

The noises of the chaos and the burning slowly faded off. Drifting father and father in the distance. Astrid risked opening her eyes, and when she did, she saw that it was only her and Hiccup's body, standing or rather floating, in complete black nothingness.

Her body felt stiff, paralyzed in place, yet her eyes cloud look all around. When her gaze settled on Hiccup, she felt a sudden pinch of electric sensation course through her arms and up her spine until they all met up at the back of her head.

She looked into Hiccup's eyes, wide with shock and a hint of confusion, as frozen as a statue. Peering closer, she could see the forest green orbs pained with misery and longing. As he narrowed on the bridge of his nose, she looked in surprise as a small glint of light sparked at the base of his forehead, just before it bloomed into a vortex of silver light and streaming murk of darkness.

Her body levitated and traveled into the vortex, she gasped as her body passed beyond what felt like an invisible screen of static electricity. Her limbs became numb. Then as she neared the light of an undeniably bright star, she closed her eyes and waited to crash to ground. But instead, she opened her eyes again and found herself standing in a passageway with damp walls and a tripod torch that burned off an orange and yellow glow.

Glancing around, she tried to make sense of her surroundings. Then suddenly Grandmamma's voice echoed in her head.

"_One hour_!"

Stepping around the torch, Astrid sidled up and pressed her hands flat against the stone wall. She passed her fingers over the groves and guided herself blindly through.

Back in reality, the kids tried to keep the demons at bay while Astrid and Jolene, encased in Hiccup's body, stared one another down, both frozen in place, a glassy gaze masking Astrid's eyes. The storm and lightning have calmed and reduced to a drizzle.

"Are you sure she's all right?" Stoick asked.

"She'll be fine as long as we don't move her body." Grandmamma instructed.

Stoick turns to Gobber. "Gobber let's help the kids, and keep Astrid guarded."

Nodding to his orders, Gobber went to guard Astrid while Stoick mounts Thornado.

Despite her instincts telling her to be cautious, Astrid barreled down the passageway, regardless of anything that would possibly leap out and lacerate her throat.

The passageway ahead grew colder, narrower, and more mazelike. Her breath clouded in front of her, visible even in the fading light.

She listened for signs of life, anything, but only heard whispers. They seeped through the walls. Astrid slowed her run and pressed closer to the damp stone, her fingers trailing along as she strained to hear. The voices seemed to be moving along beside her, through whatever room lay on the other side.

This time a new sound, muffled and distant, assaulted her ears. It had come from an entirely different direction. Someone shouting – screaming. It was a sound of pure terror, and it slashed through her mind like a lance.

"Hello?" she croaked.

All at once, the screams started again. Muffled, long howls of anguish grew louder, accompanied this time by a barrage of brutal banging. Her heartbeat tripling, Astrid looked in the direction of the hellish racket. It was coming from the next passageway up ahead. For a moment, despite its rawness, she thought she recognized the voice, and it spread a sick dread through her.

Hiccup.

"Hiccup?" she called.

Another scream, louder but still muffled, poured like scalding liquid through the passageway. Astrid scanned the stone-walled corridor ahead of her, trying to determine from which direction the yelling had come. She was sure it had echoed to her from the right, opposite the way she had entered.

"Hiccup!" she cried. _Oh gods_, she thought, _they're killing him_.

She started her run again toward the direction of the screaming, which came now between bursts of a pounding sound like someone beating their fists against a bolted door. Around her, Hiccup's screams continued, building in volume, curdling into a crescendo of utter terror. Astrid struggled to concentrate on her thoughts with the sound of Hiccup's anguished shrieks echoing in her ears.

Astrid hurried along the passageway, struggling to keep up with the lingering sound of a long, low moan, one that had issued from the midst of the hissing snickers and low cackles. One she knew belonged to Hiccup. She rounded the next bend, suddenly finding herself within a large circular room. Dark doorways lined the walls, each like the gaping mouth of a monster. Knowing there was no time to deliberate, she took one on her left, a tunnel-like entrance. This snaking pathway of stone, mortar, and dampness seemed to take her down and down. So far that she whispers and groaning faded. Along the walls and clinging to the stone overhands, Astrid could make out the edges of a crystallized white substance. She hesitated, wondering if she should turn back, if she'd take the right way. Was there a right way?

She pressed forward, lured through the blindfold of darkness by the promise of an uneven glimmering, uneven light that danced against a portion of the stone wall far ahead. Shoulders hunched against the damp and cold, she passed one hand along the gritted wall to guide her. Something hard crunched under her feet, and Astrid willed herself not to look, not even imagine what sort of matter covered the floor.

She stepped into the pocket of dim light, which illuminated a bridgelike portion of the passageway, one that overhung a vast and open vault of catacombs. Her eyes followed the orange-yellow flickering to its meager source – a torch. There, far below, a man worked in solitude. Divested of cloak and coat, a trowel in one hand, he busied himself in laying a brick wall across a gaping black archway.

A clanking echoed from within the hole, as though from chains. A tingling of bells issued forth and Astrid froze, her eyes widening with the realization that there was someone inside the recess. The man working to wall up the hole paused, a brick in one hand. Slowly he turned his head until his eyes met with hers. She fell back with a gasp, then plunged headlong down the darkened path.

She ran, the floor snapping and popping underfoot.

Around the next corner, at the end of the long corridor, Astrid saw a shaft of soft blue light. It streamed through an open archway, and she sped toward it. Through the stain glass windows, outside, gray ash coated the ground of a silent cemetery. Flecks of white sifted from the purple sky, falling through the arid atmosphere to gather atop the countless crooked tombstones. Stone angels and grim, robed figures wept and grieved at the sides of aboveground tombs, while in between it all stood several of the same thin black trees as from the woodlands. Beyond the cemetery, the jagged edge of a cliff split the sky from the ground, stretching in a serrated rift spread as far as she could see.

The view was all stillness and quiet, like come creepy charcoal etching brought to life.

Astrid kept crept closer to the crypt, keeping steady feet as she noticed the carving atop the tomb. As she approached, she felt a scream clawing at the back of her throat as she took in the paleness of his skin, the violet ribbon binding his hands to a bouquet of white lilies.

Her heart jarred at the sight of it, fear tightening her chest.

"No," she uttered, raising a shaky hand to touch the figure. "Hiccup."

A shout arose from within, followed by the clatter of more knocking.

Astrid squealed as she jumped back startled.

"Let me out!" Hiccup shouted.

Another anguished cry for help came from inside the tomb, and now she was certain. It was Hiccup inside that tomb.

He was still alive.

Astrid drew a sharp breath, her heart pounding so hard that it started a ringing in her ears.

"Hiccup!" She cried.

"Astrid?!" Hiccup answered, shock and relief in his tone. "Is that you?!"

"It's me!" she answered through a shaky laugh. "I'm here!"

She pressed her palms flat against the marble lid.

"How?" Hiccup said, his voice calmer than before, but still on the edge of hysteria.

"I had some help." She answered. "Just hang in there, I'm going to get you out!"

"Please!" Hiccup shrieked, banging again, scratching.

Astrid felt around her waist, only to realize she left her axe back on Berk, and given she's on a time limit, she didn't possess the ability to conjure up items like Hiccup could. She searched around the tomb and managed to find a mound of dirt prickled by the spade ends of several shovels. Their handles like needles, like needles in a pincushion.

She ran forward, and snatched up one of the shovels.

"Hang on Hiccup!" she said.

She stepped up to the side of the tomb, and after a brief moment of hesitation upon gazing at the beautiful carving of him on the lid, she stabbed the tip of the shovel, wedging it between the crevice that divided the top from the bottom.

"Stop her!" an acidic voice rang out.

Astrid turned back to find demons drifting into view. She counted six of them altogether. They weren't detailed like Hadrian, but mere black shadows with beady colored eyes, each a different shade to show individuality.

Astrid yanked the shovel tip free and charged forward. The demons lunged, teeth bared in hatred. Brandishing it like a club, she swung the shovel blade-first into the back of one of the unsuspecting demons.

The shovel hit its mark – and kept going. The blade swiped cleanly through him, carving his body with a crash. The creature shrieked before toppling into the marble, where he burst apart against the stone floor.

A collective howl arose from the other demons. In turn, each of them loosened into their purple-smoke selves, reforming into the shapes of maddened birds. Astrid swung freely amid the frenzy of feathers and wild flapping. The murder of crows screeched and caws. She batted at them blindly. Panicked, they scattered. Astrid twirled, raising the shovel again.

Somewhere in the distance, a bell tower began to chime the hour. Loud, brazen bongs ricocheted through the crypt. It was a sound that gripped her, wrung her with its meaning. An hourglass appeared to her left and she no less than a minute before the sand had completely slid into the bottom glass.

"_Help_!" came a raw and gurgle from the marble box beside her.

Astrid whirled. She climbed atop the tomb, and ignoring the carving, she started to slam the shovel into the lid. With all her strength and a pure rush of adrenaline, she chipped through the carving, its face looking more and more miserable as he chiseled away its features.

The deep chimes of the hour continued to ring, and there was no way to know how many remained to be announced. Astrid pounded harder at the stone tomb, which had grown silent.

"Hiccup!" She yelled. Once she had pounded through the hollow skull of the figure, the rest of it seemed to fall apart easily, she pulled at the rocks, and it cracked apart in bits and chunks.

She took the shovel and leaping off the top she drove the blade against the side of the tomb. The stone cracked, but not enough. She tried again.

"Hiccup!

She hacked the blade against the stone again, and this time a portion of one corner splintered off. Astrid dropped the shovel. She shoved her hands into the hole and pulled upward. The tomb lid came slowly. She conjured up all her strength, pulling until at last the lid came free, clattering and shattering to the floor just as the bell tower's final chime bonged through the cemetery.

Inside the tomb, Hiccup lay silent and shaking, his eyes fixed heavenward. He was dressed exactly the way she had seen in him back in Berk.

"Hiccup," she whimpered. She reached for him, but her hands swept cleanly through, as though she was a ghost.

"Hiccup!" she shouted.

His shaking slowed and his eyes blinked, as if coming out of self-induced trance.

"A-Asrtid?" he murmured. His eyes stared right at her, but it appeared his focus was on something else.

She tried grasping for him again, but once more her arms ghosted straight through him.

"Astrid!"

Hiccup jolted upward, his body in perfect condition. He appeared fine and unharmed. He stared straight at her and extended his hand. Oddly enough, but to her pleasure, she felt his hand caress her cheek. She pressed into it and let the relief flood into her veins like a pleasurable poison, reliving her with warmth she only could feel when with Hiccup.

"I'm glad you're okay." She said as her eyes watered.

"What about you?" he asked, panic on his face.

"I'll be fine." she answered. "All I cared about is getting to you. Jolene's taken over your body. You need to stop her. Good luck!"

With that Astrid's entire form had dissipated, leaving Hiccup alone once again in the crypt. He looked around and only found the remains of the demons Astrid had vanquished.

Astrid flew through a swirling vortex of multicolor, pulled by a force she couldn't see. As she increased in speed, she soon crashed through what felt like a small wall of lightning. She spotted her body staring at Jolene, and the other Vikings huddled around her as the demons swirled and flew around the village.

Diving headlong in, she felt her crash into herself. Her eyes blinked, and she quickly leaped back out of range as Hiccup's range as they both snapped out of their trance.

Hiccup blinked a couple times, and he suddenly clutched his heart and began to slowly descend in small drops. His breathing became ragged. The demons had long since retreated back to the dwellings they came from.

"What . . . what did you do?!" Jolene seethed.

"I set Hiccup free!" Astrid answered. "Now you'll have to deal with him!"

"You fool! Do you know the consequences for what you've done?!"

Astrid only cucked her axe in answer, knowing Jolene was only trying to screw with her. If it was dangerous to Hiccup Grandmamma would've stopped her right on the spot.

Jolene had flown out of range and high above the village. She was still gripping the area over her heart and turning paler than normal. "No," she whispered more to herself than anyone. "I can't lose!"

Suddenly she craned her head back and unleashed an ungodly scream, and two beacons of blood red burst from Hiccup's eyes and aimed toward the sky. A third escaped his mouth.

The gales picked up and the ground cracked along the village.

"What's happening?!" Stoick shouted over the roar of the wind.

"It's Hiccup and Jolene!" Grandmamma answered. "They're fighting for control over his body!"

"Stoick, we need to get to the Great Hall!" Gobber shouted. "The storm is too strong!"

"We're not leaving Hiccup!"

"What can we do?!" Gobber retaliated. "It's a mental battle! All we can do it take shelter!"

Stoick looked to Hiccup's body as lightning flashed around it, the winds whipping his cape and hair around. The ground cracking like a fragile porcelain vase.

"Everyone to the Great Hall!" Stoick ordered, and the Vikings rushed to stone steps of the hall.

They all filed in as the weather worsened. Stoick and Gobber were about to close the door when a burst of wind blew the open, as if refusing them to shut him out.

There was a power surge, a wave of force that nearly drove everyone to the back of the hall. They shut the doors anyway, locking in the frame with a bang.

Hiccup climbed out of the tomb, and as soon as his foot set on the stairs, the entire thing startled to rattle. Pebbles and dirt rained down on him. He looked back towards the front entrance of the crypt and saw the rocks collapse, trapping him in. his instincts finally told him to move. Hiccup frantically searched for another way.

His eyes found a back entryway and as he sprinted towards it, the archway caved in on itself. Hiccup skittered to a stop. "No!"

"_You will die here_!" a feminine voce whispered.

Hiccup looked all around for the source of the voice and just saw Jolene's reflection in the stain-glass window before she slid to the side, out of sight.

As the walls crumbled, they worked in a way that baffled Hiccup. They were torturing him by crumpling at the head of the crypt, and working their way towards him. Hiccup looked all around but his mind started to panic. He couldn't see anything.

"Hadri-" his voice caught in his throat, remembering he could no longer help him.

Hiccup shut his eyes and willed for the crypt to have an exit. He imagined a crawlspace just the size in front of him. Opening his eyes, Hiccup saw a perfectly shaped square leading out to the graveyard. Hiccup rushed and dropped, sliding through it as the rocks finally caved in inside the crypt.

Now standing outside in the graveyard, Hiccup recognized the tombstones and mausoleums. He closed his eyes and grasped the hamsa. "Where do I find Jolene?"

Opening his eyes, he stared down at the ash coated ground and watched as elegant lettering started trailing through the substance in a delicate styles.

_The Alter_.

"Where's the alter?" he asked.

The handwriting vanished, leaving a clean slate of ash for a second before it wrote again. _Where you want it to be._

Hiccup sighed and tried to picture a palace alter in his mind. But he caught himself just before he could finish the picture.

"Where you want it to be." He whispered.

Instead of a castle with a runner carpet and candles, he imagined he was in the Square of Berk. The houses abandoned, no lights in the windows, a Pentagon chiseled into the cobblestone, and Jolene facing him head on.

A breeze stirred his hair and when Hiccup opened his eyes, he as there. Jolene stood opposite of him, her eyes blazing with fury despite the pitch-black bottomless wells. Her beauty no longer held Hiccup the way it had before. He only saw her now as a demon and nothing more. She was no different than the rest.

"I tried to make you mine." She spoke. "We could've been so happy together."

"You only want to use me for your own purposes. I refuse to let you torture anyone any longer." Hiccup seethed.

"You can't eliminate me." Lilith retorted. "I've been around for generations."

"Don't doubt me. It's like you said, I'm different than the others." Hiccup snarled.

Jolene stiffens and Hiccup claws his hand and chucks a fireball at her. She disperses and the murk rushes Hiccup. He waves his hand in front of him and a blue shield surrounds him. The wisps crash into the shield and Hiccup fists his hand. The shield immediately distorted and stretched to trap Jolene by the waist.

"You don't know me at all." Hiccup spoke darkly.

Jolene screeched and her hair haloed her head. It levitated and suddenly rushed forward, the tendrils coiling around Hiccup's throat. His grip on her released, but she stayed suspended in the air and lifted Hiccup like a ragdoll.

Hiccup thought quickly and clawed his hands, sparks of lightning twinkling in his hands. He gripped Jolene's hair and they traveled along the ebony strands until they connected to her head. She screamed in pain and released Hiccup.

Keeping himself afloat, his eyes glowed white as he raised his arms above his head, a glowing ball of white light emanating between his hands. Chucking it at Jolene, it crashed to the ground, sending a vibrant burst of light against the violet sky. Heat burned through Hiccup's veins where there should have been blood. The anger welled inside him, with nowhere to go.

An image of Hadrian's face cracking wide, his eyes reducing to plain sockets.

The rage began to well up more, the wind whipping up around them, swirling and churning like emotions.

As Jolene screeched like a banshee, her hair lashed out and Hiccup phased into the ground. Through the dirt and grit, he sprang up from behind her and blasted her with a charge of pure energy. Ripping the sky open, Hiccup directed a bolt of lightning toward Jolene, but it phased right through and in turn she knelt and pressed her palms to the ground. Puddles of darkness churned before two demons clawed forth.

The rain poured down and lightning sliced through the smoke. Hiccup hovered in the epicenter, eyes squeezed shut, teeth grit in pain. The rain battered down upon him. The winds kicked up, beginning to quell the flames. Black smoke was billowing up behind him, the fire still spitting as it swallowed up what was left of a house.

Astrid peeked through the crevice of the door, watching as chaos swirled around Hiccup, his face registering a pain she could never imagine physically. The Great Hall's foundation shook as a clap of thunder erupted outside.

Astrid angrily sighed. "He's in trouble out there! We need to go help him!"

"There's nothing we can do, Astrid." Fishlegs gently said. "Hiccup's in a _mental_ battle. How can we help him physically?"

"I don't care, I just need to get out there!" she snapped back while grabbing her axe.

Suddenly a meaty hand grabbed her shoulder. Peering back, she found Gobber. "Astrid, you can't even get close to him. If you're going to get out there, we need a plan."

"Like what?!"

Stoick walks up and gently reached out and touched Astrid's shoulder. "Astrid, no one wants to help Hiccup more than me." Astrid' face softened at his words. "But there is, nothing we can do. Hiccup's stronger than we both think, in more ways than one."

The Great Hall shook once more. People quickly regained their balance and Fishlegs stopped a candle from falling off the table.

"He'll be okay." Stoick said, but as Astrid looked to his eyes, she stiffened as she's saw something in his stare that she'd never seen in a chief before.

Fear.

Astrid tried to reassure him as she stared back out at the chaos, and at Hiccup. Her heart pounds in her chest, dread pooling through her as she stares at the boy who defied tradition. The boy who had captured her heart with his indifference, now at the mercy of an ancient evil, draped in veils of white; watching, challenging her for Hiccup's affections.

Now it seems, her greatest love will also be her greatest adversary.

The head of a demons crashed to the ground as Hiccup's sword slashed through its throat. His sword whistled in the air as he stabbed it through the chest of the second, the pleasing sound of glass braking ringing in his ears. Raising his arms, he fisted his hand and sent it crashing through its hollow skull. It shattered at his feet, and he flipped his sword as he faced Jolene.

"It's going to take more than your pathetic demons to save you!" Hiccup seethed with hatred.

Jolene gave him a smile that sent a chill running down his spine. The back of his neck, his hair stood on end. "I know."

She lowered her hand, fingers spread out like a fan, palm facing the ground. She clawed her fingers, and the ground vibrated. A small crack jerked the cobblestone, and Hiccup watched as a small root poked out from between the cracks. Then it burst forth, pulling with it a giant root made from smaller ones bound together.

Hiccup nearly dropped his sword and a choking sob clawing at his throat.

The thorn ropes of ivy wrapped and coiled around him, binding to him like a prisoner in a jail cell. They wrapped round his throat, his muscled torso and his feet disappeared inside the giant root. Head down, his jet black hair stirred ever so slightly in the wind. With hands bound above his head, completely pieced together, even the gaping hole in his cheek was gone.

His skin was flawless, smooth and polished like a brand new porcelain vase.

"Hadrian," Hiccup whispered.

Jolene wafted her hand forward and the vine levitated forward. Despite the millions of alarms ringing in his head, Hiccup dropped the sword and bolted forward, meeting it halfway.

He paused, breathing slightly heavy. He flipped his hair out of his face as he reached forward to caress Hadrian's face. His hand touched the cheek where the gaping hole once was, and only felt smoothness.

"Hadrian." He softly spoke.

Hadrian's eyes fluttered. He slowly raised his head, and they came face-to-face. Their eyes locked. His green eyes so wounded.

"Hiccup." He croaked.

An intangible and unnamable charge electrified the space between them, and at first neither of them said anything. Another breeze rustled past, whipping through their hair.

Hiccup would've laughed, cried even, but just as he opened his mouth, Hadrian was jerked back out of Hiccup's grip and floated behind Jolene.

Hiccup's face contorted to a sinister snarl and a jagged sword materialized in his hands.

"Ah, ah, ah," Jolene spoke, her finger ticking back and forth as if it were a metronome. "Not so fast. Destroy me, and I destroy _him_."

Hiccup froze instantly. He lowered his arm, shaking with frustration as he glares at Jolene.

"Hiccup!" Hadrian yelled.

Hiccup's gaze flicked to Hadrian, but instantly, leaves unraveled and clamped over his mouth, muffling his words.

"Just give me your power, Hiccup. And I'll let him go." Jolene wagered. "He can give your family and friends the news afterwards."

Hiccup's gaze flicked to Hadrian who only shook his head.

_She's trying to pull you into the dark_. He practically heard Hadrian say.

Now Hiccup was at war with not only Hadrian, but himself as well. If he stayed, and let Hadrian go, at least everyone back on Berk would have some form of him still there. It wouldn't' be the same, but it was better than nothing.

Hiccup looked up to Hadrian. His face perfectly proportioned. The similarities between them only slight. Stoick would never accept him as his son, only a mere knockoff to the original. It'll take everyone some getting used to. Hiccup's not even sure if anyone will spare him a glance for the first few, however long it'll take everyone to get used to it.

No matter which way Hiccup spun it, if he broke it down, Stoick still lost his son, and Toothless had lost a friend.

Even if Hiccup had granted Hadrian the freedom and life he always wanted, he would only be trading one prison for another.

_They'd never accept me_. He heard Hadrian's voice.

"_But you're a piece of me. At least they'll have_ something _of me to look at, to touch if I don't-_"

_Stop! You're not doing this. I'll kill myself if you dare chose me over yourself._

"_You've done more than prove yourself to me, and to my family and friends._"

_It doesn't matter. You _can't_ let her win!_

The familiar words rang in Hiccup's ears. He blinked, his focus snapping into place. He looked to Jolene.

"Well?" she asked.

Hiccup looked to Hadrian. Then to Jolene. "I'm never going to sell my soul. No matter what, I can't be bought or sold."

Jolene's face slowly scowls.

"I'd rather rot alone, than spend a minute with you!"

Immediately after, he chucked three daggers at Jolene. She dodged and screeched like a banshee. An ungodly scream that made her jaw unhinge. Her eyes shrunk back and her whole body transformed into the hideous creature he had seen in the foyer.

He heard an unbearable howl of pain and he looked to find Hadrian screaming. The vines went from a green to slowly fading to black. The color seeing to the vines binding him like veins infused with black poison. Then Hiccup watched in horror as violet veins bulged out of Hadrian's cheeks, slowly crawling their way over his face. Reaching his eyes, the green slowly faded away as if the color was being sucked out. They went completely white, his features gaunt and haunted.

And with a final scream in agony, Hiccup watched as he disintegrated into ash. Him and the vine with him.

Hiccup felt tears sting his eyes before running down his cheeks, but he didn't scream in horror. He only felt the rage consume him as he looked to Jolene. She only smiled as Hiccup charged, a sword materializing in his hands. A deadly howl escaping his lips.

He swung and Jolene dodged as expected. Then he whirled around and slashed it through her neck. She screamed, but didn't shatter like the others. Instead, Hiccup leaped back and watched as the slash simply seeped inward, connecting everything back as it once was.

Jolene throws Hiccup to the ground, but Hiccup kicks her legs out from beneath her, and scrabbles across her, that terrible scream still ripping its way out of his throat as he punches, kicks, and tries to stab Jolene with a knife he gathered out of thin air. Hiccup takes Jolene's blows like they're nothing. Digging his nails into her skin as if she's a wall he has to climb, he claws his way up Jolene's body. He slams the hilt of his knife into Jolene's forehead, rendering her nearly senseless, and then flips his weapon around and drives the blade toward her throat.

A gust knocks him off to the side before the blade finds skin, and Hiccup sprawls on the ground, his knife skittering. Hiccup pushes himself up on wobbly knees.

Something feral tears through him, obliterating teamwork, mercy, the kind of boy Hiccup thought he'd once dreamed he'd be again, and every cautious word Stoick ever spoke, leaving nothing but pure, scorching bloodlust in their wake.

Jolene hisses and thrusts a fireball in his direction. Hiccup raises his hands and a wall of earth rises just as the ball was about to obliterate him. He punches the wall and watches as miniature boulders hurdle towards Jolene. She dodges every one with such grace, and driving her hands into the ground, she jerks it upward and sends little pebbles – with as much punch as a Viking – towards Hiccup.

The wall shatters and Hiccup bounces backwards. His reflexes bring him to a back handspring, sliding to a stop. Looking, he sees Jolene in the sky. Hiccup sprints forward and pushes off his feet, taking off into a speed flight. His eyes, pits of rage and misery.

Meeting Jolene's altitude level, Hiccup fists his hands and raises them above his head. Fanning them out until they're at shoulder level, small orbs glimmered above his head before stretching into shards. Hiccup plowed his hands forward and the shards charged. They ricochet as Jolene made a shield glowing in pure white.

In turn, she claws her fingers, and punching it forward, her nails shoot out. Hiccup flies out of the way, one nicking him in the shoulder, but he doesn't feel the pain. The roar of his pulse pounding in his ears. As Hiccup blinks, an oozy liquid smears his vision, only to find a gash on his forehead. But Hiccup doesn't stop the blood. He lets it stream down his face, drip to his chin and his collar.

Hiccup tried to calm down, knowing he'd get nowhere if he just attacked out of pure rage and hatred. It's what she wanted.

But Hiccup's distractions cost him and he's tackled to the ground, crashing into the ash and dirt. He coughs and rolls to the side as a javelin catches Hiccup's cloak and tears into it, but he doesn't slow down.

He can't.

Driving his boot onto his wrist, Hiccup grinds the small bones together. Jolene screams, and Hiccup takes her by the collar of her veils and rolls on the ground until he has her pinned underneath him. He raises a dagger, but Jolene punches her hands palm open and on either side of her, slabs of earth thrust forward and jab Hiccup off. He manages to tuck and roll as he blindly spins onto the ground.

"This has gone on far enough!" Jolene screeches.

As Hiccup pushes to his hands and knees, the winds suddenly whipped around them, they sped toward and around Jolene, her hideous form smiling for ear to ear. She spread her arms out to the side and suddenly a funnel of blue light bloomed from her chest like a blossom, and a trio of streams hurdled toward Hiccup.

Pushing to his feet, Hiccup grasped the hamsa around his neck and envisioned a shield protecting him. The beams bounced off, and for a moment, Hiccup felt safe, until he saw the shield start to crack. A fissure starting at the center.

As Hiccup grasped the hamsa, that was when the thought hit him. The answer came to him in a flash, and suddenly it made all the sense in the world. It was all there. The answer to stopping Jolene/Lilith – he held it in his very hand.

Lilith, too, seemed to see the light of realization in Hiccup, because she stared through him with those hole-black eyes. She snarled and pushes harder on her beams. The crack increased.

In his mind, Hiccup imagined the future. A future void of the creature before him. He pictured himself safe at home. Sitting at his desk, he filled the pages of the Book of Dragons by candlelight. His black charcoal writing packed the crisp buttery-yellow sheaves of parchment. In the company of his beloved Night Fury, his soft, feathery drawings, those lines would be his last farewell to her.

About how, furthermore, he would continue to drift on the wings of his dreams – dreams now free of the ghouls and demons that had once haunted and stalked his mind. Finally, in this small way, _she_ would be his only love.

This was still his dream, even if it meant he went with it when it ended.

With a newfound confidence, Hiccup kept his hold on the hamsa, and started to walk forward. Jolene growled as he approached. The shield was holding well, but the cracks kept spreading from the center. The sound of the beams permeating the shield started a ringing in his ears.

"Give it up Jolene!" Hiccup shouts over the ring. "You can't hurt me!"

Jolene only pushed the beams harder against his shield. The cracks spread father, it was only moments before it would shatter. Hiccup clutched the hamsa in his hand, ripping it from his neck.

The shield shattered.

The beams penetrated Hiccup's body. He could feel the beams lacerate his heart like knives infused with the poison of a Scauldron. A sensation of pain coursed through his body like something he'd never felt before. He felt his eyes burning, and everywhere he looked, he saw a haze of golden light.

At first, Hiccup focused the heat in his chest. Guided by her mind, it traveled into his arms and then burst into flames over his hands. He felt the hamsa shift in his hands. The iridescent opal stretched smoothly in his hand, forming into a blade. The fingers curled into a hilt, the thumbs smoothly stretching into the crossguard.

Finally the flames coursed along his arms to the blade.

With a primal howl of finest, Hiccup drove the blade through Jolene's heart.

She screamed. White heat engulfed her, consumed her. Her skin peeled off and fissures spread from her eyes across her cheeks. The dagger glowed brighter and Hiccup stumbled back as it sank into her heart.

The fire had caught Hiccup on his wrist, ran its tongue up his arm and kissed along his neck. He was grateful not to feel the pain. A gift perhaps from his subconscious to his conscious? Like a hallucination, vision of the white, black-eyed figure dropped away. The blue and white flames grew brighter.

Hiccup looked down to see the fire course the length of his legs. It danced over his hands, and he watched the gloves of his outfit curl and turn from black to orange-lined to brown and black again - taking on all the hues of autumn.

Everything died in the fall.

Hiccup watched as the fire snuffed into blackness and with it, the world. It around him, crumbling like the stones of an avalanche. Hiccup floated for a brief moment before he felt himself plummet into the oblivion.

It might have been his imagination, but he saw his reflection in the darkness. His forest green eyes faded, the color seeping out of them before his skin turned completely pale.

The rain began to fall, and their blurred vision sharpened until they could see the sheets of rain hitting the smoking oaks, the fields, the thickets, and houses. The winds had died down enough to normality. The villagers filed out one by one down the steps towards Hiccup's body.

The last they saw him, he was clean and cut. Now, Hiccup's pale skin is smudged with blood and what looks like ash. His cloak is torn and battered, small splatter of blood ruining the cloak even more. His tattered garment whipping at the wind, bloodstained and covered in ashen grit.

Shock punched little frissons of panic through them. His eyes were still squeezed tight, but suddenly, it relaxed for a snippet of a second. Then a visible wave of light, illumines as the halo of a moon, spread out from Hiccup's forehead and hurdled everyone back.

The moment it dissipated, everything was calm. The storm was gone, though the sky was still grey. Astrid looked up and watched as Hiccup's face relaxed, and he fell toward the ground.

"Stormfly!" she screamed.

The Nadder immediately flew and grabbed Hiccup in her talons. She landed gently, placing Hiccup in Stoick's arms. Slowly he guided Hiccup to the ground.

"Did, did he win?" Fishlegs asked in a shaky voice.

Astrid leaned in, gently patting Hiccup's face. "Hiccup? Hiccup."

She fumbled for his hands, and her heart dropped.

His skin was ice.

"No," she whispered.

Slowly, Hiccup's skin hued until it was pale. She came undone.

"No, no, no, no, no." she begged. "He's not breathing!"

Stoick leaned in, taking Hiccup's head in one of his hands. "Son." Tears stung his eyes. "Somebody get Goathi!" he screamed in terror.

"Fishlegs get Grandmamma!" Gobber ordered.

"Hiccup!" Astrid screamed, shrugging his shoulders. "Hiccup please!"

Tears streamed down her face and she was moaning and weeping desperately

"Come on son!" Stoick yelled as he gripped Hiccup's hands tighter.

"He's not breathing!" Astrid wept.

She brought her hands to her face, trembling and her eyes soaking with tears.

"He's not _breathing_!"


	20. Chapter 20

Hiccup had smelled this smell before. It was that too sweet, deep scent of decay. Dead roses. The aroma of it was so much more potent than he remembered. It wasn't a bad smell, but it was too strong in such a concentrated dose. Oppressive.

He tried to turn his head from it but for some reason found little room to move.

He wondered if he was dreaming. Or still dreaming . . .

Or was he dead, locked away forever in a flower-filled casket?

Did the dead dream?

He became aware of the pressure across his shoulders and behind his knees. Pain, too, invited itself into his brain like a bad memory, pervading his entire body.

The next sensation that occurred to him was that of movement. He was moving. Cold air prickled the tiny hairs on his arms. He wanted to open his eyes to see where he was, what it was that transported him, and where he was going, but at the same time, he didn't. Why, when it would be so much easier to drift away again, to settle back into the cocoon of sleep, that blank place between dreams and reality, where the word "nothing" found its true definition?

He felt the press of something like fabric against his cheek and gathered beneath his curled fingers. His hair tickled his brow in the wake of another breeze, and through his eyelids, he sensed light.

By now he had surfaced to consciousness enough that it was too late to fall back into the deathlike chasm of rest. Against his will, he became more and more aware of himself, of the seemingly limitless aches in his body and finally of that steady one-two rhythm of movement beneath him. His thoughts broke through the muck of oblivion, and he stirred.

He opened his eyes to the sight of a black breastplate under a navy-blue tunic. So close he could count the stitches. A violet stream leading out of a small waistcoat pocket gleamed in the light, and Hiccup saw that he grasped the loose fabric of the tunic. That was when he realized that the pressure at his back and behind his knees was the pressure of arms, arms he currently occupied, arms that carried him.

Her body felt neither cold nor warm next to his, solid, but somehow not alive. He listened, but she never breathed. His gaze trailed up the brown hair styled into a fishtail braid and up to the chin. He squinted, trying unsuccessfully to peer through the shadow cast over her face by a horned helmet.

Starts dotted the sky around the edges of her, visible through tangles of knotted limbs that could not have belonged to the same trees as the woodlands. Their leaf-dotted boughs were too peaceful, too normal.

Could it be possible he was back in his own world?

At first he didn't say anything, because he was too afraid to hope. He wanted to suspend time and just be still for another moment, to let his tired mind and sore muscles rest. The stale, moldering odor that clung to her didn't bother him as much as it had before, and against her, he felt comfortable. Safe.

Hiccup released his grip on her tunic and, curious, let his fingers spider-crawl their way to the glinting stream that had caught his eye. He pulled at it, and the ribbon he had lost at the cliffs came free in his hand. He turned it over, his eyes following the light as it chased across the smooth surface. He ran his thumb over it, and there was no blood. Hiccup traced his thumb over the initials. "Mom," he spoke aloud. His voice came out small and hollow-sounding, as though it had been a long time since he'd last used it. "Mom?"

"Hello my child." She said as, over her shoulder, the pale slice of moon became visible between the knit of branches. "Nice to see you're finally up. I was beginning to think you wouldn't wake."

Hiccup was about to rewind the ribbon around his wrist, but instead, placed it in the inner pocket of his red cape. "Where are we going?" he asked, snuggling into his mother's chest.

"Home," she sighed.

Hiccup was quiet before he spoke. "Which one?"

His mother didn't answer.

Hiccup felt a choke sob in his throat.

"Shhh," his mother cooed. "Don't cry, honey." Hiccup looked to her.

She had her horned helmet off, her hair smooth and slicked back to tuck behind her ear. Her beautiful emerald eyes were greener than the most precious gem Hiccup could think of. Inside them, her iris seemed to fade from a darker outline to a lighter green at the center.

"You," she spoke finally. "strange puzzle of a boy, are very lucky."

"Where – where are we?"

"We are nearly through the park behind your home." She said.

"You – you mean . . . ?"

"You are home."

_Home_, he thought with a sudden pang of yearning. He pressed his lips together and felt his face pitch with sudden emotion. He fought the sting that threatened his eyes and instead forced himself to laugh. The sound that came out of him was more like a choking ark than anything else, and it rocked his body with a tight tremor. How? How had he managed to survive when his demise had been so certain?

Hiccup shut his eyes again and released a long breath. His sore muscles relaxed. Safe. He was safe.

He leant into his mother. "I almost don't want to go home."

"Why's that, honey?" said his mother.

"I miss you."

Hiccup let his eyes water as he felt his mother's soft lips. She pressed her lips to his brow, holding the silk soft kiss for a long moment.

"Plus, I've put the villagers of Berk through so much." Hiccup adds on. "It'd be better for everyone if I just, left."

"Then your father would have no one. He wouldn't have an heir to the throne." His mother said.

"Like the people of Berk would follow me." Hiccup retorted. "A deranged leader who does witchcraft and sees imaginary people."

The buildings around them grew larger, and Hiccup became aware of the roofs of houses, what were houses, still he knew that they must have just entered the rear of his neighborhood.

The moon drifted out of sight again behind the curve of her braid, and the glow of the stars lessened as the houselights around them grew brighter. Hiccup turned his head enough to see the approaching outline of his house, the dark windows and drawn shades. Everyone inside must be asleep.

His mother's footsteps made no sound on the stone walkway that led to the front porch. She carried him to the door, but instead of setting him to his feet, she laid him gently on the cushion of the long wicker bench. As she stepped back from him, Hiccup sat up, worried that she might leave him without another word.

She paused though, and crouched down next to him. "Hiccup," she began. "you know I want nothing more than to touch, and see, and feel you again. And you want the same, would you not agree?"

He frowned, not sure where the question had come from and even more unsure of how to answer it.

"But to pine for those we have had and loved and once held but will never clasp again," she continued. "it is a torture of an unbearable degree. It is the worst pain possible. Enough to drive you away from yourself."

"Why are you telling me this?" he asked. "Am I dead after all?"

His mother merely chuckled, and hiccup realized that it was the first time he'd ever head her laugh. It was a soft and melodic sound. Slowly she rose, sending him another waft of fermented roses.

"I don't understand," Hiccup said breathlessly. "I burned with Jolene, Lilith. Why am I still here? Why didn't I die?" it was the question he had been waiting to ask, one that now fought its way through a crowd of others.

"Ah," said his mothers, "that is something I do not fully comprehend myself, though I suspect that it was somehow your friend's doing."

"Hadrian? But how could he-?"

She turned to him. "Allow me to attempt to explain with an example I do understand. The demons. They are part of your imagination, part of your story, and so, part of you. If you would not hurt anyone, then it only makes sense that they would not be able to do so either. They are the deepest parts of your subconscious. Shrapnel of your inner self. As you might have learned, they have the same desires and conflicts as their maker. As separate pieces, freed from the soul and from the confines of a human conscious, however, they develop minds of their own. And, as demons created in the dreamworld, they are compelled by law to answer to its queen. That is why they attempted to harm you, but in the end could not."

"That doesn't explain why the fire I made didn't burn me."

"You created the fire in a dreamworld that is subject to the rules of its queen, yet influenced by the imagination and desires set I motion by an outside force – you. Therefore, the same power that protects you from the demons perhaps also protected you from the fire. Furthermore, when you destroyed her – and she destroyed your friend – you also destroyed sole connection to the dreamworld. It was destroyed, and you existed here in your world once more. And finally, because the fire was created by you in the dreamworld and was, essence, a dream itself, it also ceased to exist the moment the link was severed, the moment the two worlds parted."

"She asked me to join with her." Hiccup blurted.

"Then," she said, sounding unsurprised. "I suspect that she knew of the power that protected you. Invulnerability in a physical form caught between two realms? There is no greater power she could wish for."

A knot of discomfort deep in his stomach tightened to the point that he felt sick. He swallowed with difficulty. Hiccup blinked long and slow. He glanced down at his hands in his lap and past them to the tattered and stained fabric of his once red cape and black tunic.

"If I have the ability, to go between realms," Hiccup started, "does that mean, I can choose to go with you?"

Her silence was her answer. She watched him, and in return, Hiccup studied her young eyes. Hiccup's hand reached up to the locket, which he nearly forgot about, and opened the oval with a _click_. Together they stared at the thumbnail photo of her.

"You're so pretty." He mumbles.

"Yes," she replied. "whatever happened?"

Hiccup laughed, but the sound came out hollow. He looked to her, "Please don't go away mom." He softly pleaded, his voice cracking towards the end. "I don't want this to be over."

His mother raised a dainty hand and caressed his cheek. Hiccup pressed into it, the smell of decaying roses becoming more temping with each loving gesture she gave. He grasped her hand and wrist with both of his.

"You're needed here, my darling. It is not your time." She spoke, and Hiccup released a chocked sob. "After tonight, it will all go away."

Hiccup folded his lips in to fight back a sob.

"As will I."

Hiccup shut his eyes. "Please don't leave me." His whimper barely audible and understandable through his sobs. A rust of emotion caking his voice.

"By beautiful Hiccup. My love. Don't forget, I am always with you, and I will always be watching over you. I will see you again . . . eventually."

Hiccup stared at her with his quivering hands, able to do little more than lean towards her and wrap his arms around her neck.

Despite her literal meaning, he knew that she had meant it to say "good-bye."

_Never_, he thought, burying his nose into the crook of her neck. A thousand times never. They were entwined no, irrevocably. And if this rift that stretched between them now extended beyond the confines of time and space, of dreams and reality, he still had to believe that there was a way to cross it, still a way to see her. There had to be.

Slowly, Hiccup retreated, lifting his hands to brush away the tears that fell. Looking to his hands in his lap once more.

A chill of ice air rushed up to him. The breeze stung his dampened cheeks and combed cold fingers through his hair. He looked up, at the place where his mother had knelt.

She was gone.

Hiccup sprang to his feet. He looked toward the corner of the house, almost expecting to see the furl of her tunic disappear around the corner edge. There was no sign of her, though, and it was hard for Hiccup to suppress the wild sobs that forced their way out of his mouth. He clamped his hands over his mouth to mute them as his kneels wobbled and he sank to the ground.

They were cut short has he heard the sound of hurried footsteps. He perked up, wiping his face with the heels of his palms. He pushed to his feet and descended the steps to meet Fishlegs and Snotlout carrying buckets of water, a rag dangling over the lip of Fishlegs'.

"Hurry up Snotlout!" he screeched. A tone urgent and frantic. Hiccup stepped down next to the boys.

"Hey, what's going on?" Hiccup asked.

Fishlegs ignored Hiccup as Snotlout approached. He was breathless with a canteen in his other had. "Sorry, just needed to fetch this for Stoick."

"Guys what's up?" Hiccup repeated.

"Come on they need these at the Hall." Fishlegs said, pivoting on his heels.

"Fishlegs!" Hiccup yelled. He turns to Snotlout. "Snotlout, what is-"

Snotlout passed cleanly through him, and Hiccup stumbled back.

_Astral_, he thought. He was projecting outside his body - which meant that he wasn't dreaming after all. This was all real. Hiccup tried to remember the last place he was on Berk. Back at Grandmamma's house, but it Fishlegs and Snotlout were rushing to the Great Hall, something was wrong. The mention of Stoick's name made it clear that the reason revolved around Hiccup.

Suddenly Hiccup heard Gobber's voice. "Boys," they stopped. "you need to come with me."

"What is it?" Fishlegs demanded and stood.

"What's wrong?" Snotlout asked. "What's happening to Hiccup?"

"They're starting to think-"

Snotlout's face crumpled. "No, he's not headed there!" he shouted. "He was fine! We just saw him, he was fine!"

"Snotlout-"

Fishlegs reached for him, but he jerked his arm away and skittered away, running past Hiccup and towards the Hall.

Hurrying after, Gobber and Fishlegs continued to call out to him.

Hiccup began to follow but stopped suddenly when a glimmer of light erupted in the space right in front of him, like the glint of a shining object. It drew his attention downward. There, extending outward from his center, he saw it – the silver cord. It wavered, fluttering in and out of existence, as though struggling to remain intact.

When it glimmered into sight again, visible for longer than an instant, Hiccup reached out and touched his fingertips to the ethereal strand. Suddenly, in a whir of movement and a haze of images, he was somewhere else – another room. The Great Hall, filled with men and women, all of them rushing this way and that.

Most stood gathered around a long table that had been cleared of dishes. Judging by the mess at one end, it was urgent and done with one clean sweep of an arm. Whoever was lying on the splintery wood surface, Hiccup could see only his bare feet, which poked out from the huddle of medical personnel. Astrid was outside the huddle, her face red and blotchy, streaked with tears. Stoick was standing at the center on one side of the table, watching with intense eyes.

"_Clear_!" he heard someone shout, followed by a harsh slamming sound.

The light inside the room grew instantly brighter around him. Intense enough to smudge away the walls and the tables and the giant doors that flapped like shutters in the wind as villagers came and went. Clean and white, blindingly bright, it erased everything but those two limp feet, the table, and those who stood closest to it.

Already knowing what he would find – _who_ he would find – in the center of their frenzy, Hiccup slowly rounded the table. All the while, Grandmamma and Goathi and aiding villagers remained oblivious to his dual presence, taking turn applying instruments, their frantic movement reminding him of swarming ants.

Peering between the shoulders of two of the medical personnel, Hiccup did not think the battered and bruised boy on the table looked much like him. And yet he knew by the thin scratch on his cheek that it could be no one else.

Hiccup lifted a hand to his face but felt no trace of the scratch. Yet he remembered in an instant how it had gotten there.

Hadrian.

Hiccup peered closer and saw Grandmamma had taken the wool of sheep, glued it to metal disks the size of a hand and connected to a metal box with two rods sticking out, a copper wire wrapped around each.

"_Clear_!" someone shouted again.

Grandmamma shocked him again, and Hiccup saw his body convulse.

The sight made him wonder whether he wanted to continue watching, and yet he knew he was dying. Or he already dead? How? What had brought him here, to this point of destruction?

"We've lost him." he heard Grandmamma announce. Her voice rustic, filled with tears.

Lost.

Hiccup watched as Astrid's head jerked up, she pushed from her seat to rush toward the huddle. She pushed and shoved her way through, the word 'No' escaping her lips over and over again. Stoick fisted his hands, walking away as Astrid approached. Hiccup jumped with the rest of the villagers as he punched a separate table, smashing it to bits and splinters.

Astrid was crumpled to the ground, her face concealed in one arm while the other outstretched and her fingers intertwined with Hiccup's. Hiccup had never seen her so broken.

Looking back at his father, he was seated at another table, head braced between his hands, Gobber offering a hand to his shoulder in a form of comfort.

Hiccup looked back, distracted from his thoughts when he saw Bucket and Mulch guide Astrid away from his lifeless form on the table. She didn't fight them, but horrid wails of grief echoed from her mouth.

Hiccup looked down at his astral body, searching for any sign of the silver cord, but now he could barely see the outline of his astral figure either. It was as if he was fading out, like a ghost.

But it couldn't end like this, he thought. He had to know what happened to him. He couldn't leave, he couldn't go anywhere until he knew for sure.

"Stop," he said to the man who'd begun to unroll a smooth, clean white sheet over his body.

Astrid wailed as she watched from her spot opposite of Stoick. Stoick himself, face red and streaked with tears, his body shuddered with sobs.

"Stop!" Hiccup shouted again, and this time, as the fire in the pit stuttered and fizzled, he did.

Hiccup took his chance. He closed his eyes, using the split second of bought time to imagine the silver cord back into existence.

But it was too late, he was slipping backward, falling away. Dissolving. He opened his eyes to see the world whir into an indefinite blur.

The snap came like a punch in his gut.

Then his eyes flew open for a second time – his real eyes. He gasped, sucking in air as though he'd been drowning. He looked up and saw the sheet poised above his head and knew he was back in his body. Raising an arm, he pushed away the hands that held the white sheet just above his face.

The pain in his body came first, an intense surge of fire that raged like lave through his veins.

But it could not compare with what followed after.

A wail rose up from his depths. It left him as an inhuman cry.

Finally, he remembered everything.


	21. Chapter 21

Hiccup stayed in bed for the next week. Apart from his frightening revive from the dead, the depression of his loss bared a heavy weight on his mind.

But his week off was anything but relaxing.

He awoke every time to knocking at his door. The noise echoed in his head, starting him from sleep, causing him to rocket upwards. He always felt his chest tighten as his heart leaped to triple speed.

He would gasp and scramble out of bed, gripping his comforter beneath him with clawed hands, surprised when he did not feel the coarse dryness of dirt or brittle on grit. There were no tombstones. No dead trees or black birds. No phantom figures or looming shadows. Only cold, white daylight.

Hiccup kept squeezing his eyes shut before letting them flutter open again.

To his relief, his surroundings remained. His breathing slowed, and he allowed himself to believe that he was really home. Safe.

The knocking came from villagers baring gifts for Hiccup to feel better. After the first three days, Stoick asked the villagers to stop coming, and only give him their best wishes. Hiccup never opened any of the gifts, whether it was food or valuables. To him, they all seemed forced or out of sympathy. They didn't really care. He destroyed nearly the entire village because of his powers.

The painful aches in his frame kept seeping into the forefront of his consciousness, bringing with them the memory of last night. It all rushed back to him in a series of flashes. After his starling reincarnation to reality. There was lightning, fires, burning people, buildings. Like something out of a nightmare, and it didn't help Hiccup.

Nightmares are dreams too.

Waking up on the fifth day of recovery, Hiccup awoke to late morning sunlight. Lurid but still midmorning hazy, the light streamed through his windows, bathing his room in a translucent glow, giving each object in the room it sown thin halo.

No matter what Hiccup thought, he can't erase the picture of his mother and Hadrian from his mind. Unlike other dreams, their images had stayed sharp and clear as if branded into his brain. The beautiful emerald gaze of his mother's eyes, the soft ribbon - which has never left his wrist since his awakening – and her final kiss goodbye. Then Hadrian, how he had failed to keep his promise on bringing him back. How he disintegrated into ash as the darkness of Lilith's powers devoured him.

Dred welled in his chest. He shook his head, willing the scene to stop. He wanted to wake up again and for everything to start over before it could go wrong. But it was too late for that.

Hiccup sat up, suddenly feeling nauseated. He forced himself to walk down the steps, but his knees gave, his legs losing strength to support him. His father was poised in the chair at the front of hearth.

The room seemed to go fuzzy in the corners of his vision.

The emotions became their own and morphed into something deep inside Hiccup. They contorted and rushed together into something that overtook Hiccup's senses. He stared straight through the space between two floorboards. Like an illusion, the bedroom, the living room the harsh morning light, and his father all melted away until each of them became no more than a distant pinprick in his awareness. His mind freewheeled backward through the chaos and hell that had been the night before.

He sank down onto one step, feeling himself disconnect from reality.

Hadrian had considered him a friend. He's saved Hiccup, and because of that, he had wanted to believe Hiccup could save him as well. And so he had drunk down every word to heart. He had swallowed the poison so easily.

Hiccup felt his body hitch as he drew in an involuntary gasp of air.

The barrage of emotions coursed through him all at once. But only one stood out with its own meaning.

Loss.

Hiccup rose to his feet. He wavered, waiting until Toothless came down the steps and nuzzled his cheek. Distantly, Hiccup registered the feeling of his scaly nose.

At the end of the week, Hiccup emerged from his house walking the streets with his body, but not with his mind. It was like his whole awareness of the universe had somehow become inverted. Words became indecipherable. People morphed into objects, moving automatons that floated through the space around him as meaningless, formless shadows. Hours elapsed without him being aware of their passage. All the while, his thoughts never changed, never deviated from that place where he had last seen Hadrian, bound by roots, a haunted expression on his face, and his eyes devoid of their color.

And the purple chamber, where he had asked Hadrian to wait for him. Where he had promised to come back for him.

The wounds won't seem to heal. There's just too much that time cannot erase.

He did not return to Grandmamma for magic training. Instead, he went to the Academy after hours. There he turned flip after flip. He drilled himself on his layout, on his back handsprings and round-off. He went through the motions over and over until the repetitive action and the necessity of focus caused the world to condense. Until he didn't have to think, until it was just him and the floor.

Still there was no reprieve from the ghost of his memory. He followed Hiccup everywhere. He felt him on his skin, sensed him in everything, in the books he carried, in the paper he was forced to write on.

At the end of the week, Heather came to visit the blacksmith where Hiccup was huddled in the back room, flipping through the pages of an old dream journal he'd kept back when Hadrian had _haunted_ him.

She stepped through the doorway, and Hiccup's eyes flicked to her before he set aside the book. Without exchanging words, heather handed Hiccup a slip of parchment. Hiccup took it with a curious glance.

"Just a little something for you. It probably won't help but, I just wanted to give it to you." She stutters to get out.

"Thanks you." Hiccup formally replies.

"Hiccup," she said. And Hiccup looked up. "If you need to talk, I'm here."

Then with a kiss on his cheek, she left him alone again with the paper in hand.

The tiny gesture, so very unobtrusive and kind, struck a chord deep within him, inducing a surprise moment of lucidity. It brought a sad smile to his lips, because it didn't matter that he could never accept the invitation. He just liked knowing that Heather had added it because she like Hiccup. And that, in turn, made Hiccup like her more than she would ever know.

Hiccup unfolded the paper and hitched a breath when he saw it was a well-drawn sketch of him and Hadrian. Back to back, Hiccup was in the forefront staring at the viewer with a smolder-look that dared the viewer to pick a fight with him. Hadrian, in his black attire, had his back to the page, glancing over his shoulder at Hiccup instead of the viewer. His dark hair caught in mid-sway of an invisible breeze. His eyes staring at Hiccup, as if they had a plan and he was waiting for Hiccup's next call to action.

While Hiccup loved the picture, it was truly beautiful, he slid the paper off of his desk and shoved it into the shelf with another pile of paper, putting Hadrian's face out of sight so that the world could go mute again. Mute and void, colorless except for the color of his eyes.

That afternoon, Hiccup made the mistake of going to the Academy.

He had just finished disengaging the net trap when Astrid sprang up behind him, pining Hiccup to the post of the trap by the shoulder.

"You, are a terrible friend."

Hiccup scowled and shoved her hand off and started walking forward. "Thanks," he muttered. "I needed that."

"_No_," she barked. She grabbed Hiccup by the shoulder and spun him to face her. "What _you_ need is a reality check."

Suddenly Toothless leaped in front of the two, snarling. His teeth bared in hatred towards Astrid. She holds up her hands in surrender and stepped back a couple steps.

"Look you've been wandering around in this little bubble of solitude and sulk long enough. I don't know what happened that night, but I know that you do. I know it was scary." Her voice softened. "I watched you die right before my eyes. Then you jolted back, bolting like a catapult. You might be fooling everyone else, but you're not fooling me, Hiccup Haddock. Look you mother can help you-"

"She's not coming back! Neither of them are!" Surpassing Toothless, Hiccup grabbed Astrid tightly by the arm, shaking her. "You don't know _anything_!"

Astrid pulled her arm roughly away. She took a step back, and, for a moment, the two of them stood there and stared at each other.

Hiccup turned and stared at the concrete. "He saved me. He crumbled before me." Hiccup spoke, his lip parting with a tremble. "I promise him, and I failed him. I know you were there, but you didn't see _everything_."

Hiccup fell to his knees. Keeping his gaze forward.

"But I _do_ know that it looks like you're giving up." she spoke.

Hiccup closed his eyes, refusing to let the tears escape his eyes. He wasn't going to cry. Not in front of Astrid. The truth was that he did know where Hadrian could be, but there was just no way to teach him. It was impossible to save him because the link between worlds had been destroyed. He couldn't expect anyone else to understand any of it.

"Look Hiccup. The reason I came here is because Grandmamma sent me." Hiccup looked up. "She said she could feel your gloomy aura all the way from the mountain. She wants you to come visit her, now."

Hiccup mechanically pushed himself to his feet, and with slow deliberate movements, mounted Toothless. The he quickly got off.

"Astrid!" he called.

She turned. "So, you let me get through that whole spiel, my entire tirade, but you weren't going to let me have the dramatic walkaway."

Without a word, Hiccup cupped her face and slanted their lips together. Astrid, despite the shock, surrendered to the kiss. Hiccup groped her mouth and she placed her hands on his chest for stability. Where did he learn to kiss like this? It was different, seductive. Her hands slid their way up to wrap around his neck while Hiccup's ventured around her waist. Astrid entangled her fingers in the wisps of his hair.

They parted, and Hiccup pecked her lips. Resting their foreheads together, Astrid was lightly breathless.

They took in one another's scents. Simply intoxicating.

"Thank you." He whispers.

She looks to him, his hands brushing her bangs out of her crystalline blue eyes.

"For everything."

Astrid smiles, rather goofily, and giggles. She presses into Hiccup's frame and hugs him again. Hiccup kisses her forehead and rests his chin in her hair. Pulling away, their fingers were the last to detach as Hiccup moved to toothless, mounted, and flew off to Grandmamma's house.

Grandmamma's front yard was just getting specks of spring flowers and grass as he landed. Hiccup rubbed his arms as he approached the front steps. Toothless coos behind him, and Hiccup turns.

"What've I got to lose?" he sadly amuses.

With a triple tap on the wood, the door swings open and Hiccup is greeted by a pair of large eyes. "Hiccup!" she squeals. "So good to see you!"

She grabs Hiccup in a hug, binding one arm to his side. Using his free arm Hiccup rubs Grandmamma's back. "You too."

"You're depressed, I can see it." She points.

"I think everyone can." Hiccup said.

"Well, I've got something that'll perk you up!" she says as she moves to the hearth at the back of the room.

"I hope so." he mumbles to himself.

"You miss Hadrian." She states.

For some stupid reason, Hiccup's cheek turn red as he watches the old woman tip to one side before regaining balance, carrying a big book not fit for her size. As she stumbles closer, Hiccup reaches out a hand and catches the book before it collapses to the floor. He help her place it on the table, watching her flip through the pages.

"What's this?" he asks.

"A reincarnation spell." She says, flashing Hiccup a smile.

Hiccup felt a sudden straining pinch behind his eyes. His throat constricted, and he swallowed against the impulse to cry. He shut his eyes, and despite his best effort, a warm tear tumbled from his cheek, hitting the corner of the page.

Something inside of him clicked on, and for the first time since he had found out that Hadrian could never return, his mind switched to life. His awareness spread out. Suddenly, the external world reentered his sphere of existence. He heard the fire crackling behind him, the distant laughter and talking of villagers. The remaining snow crunching underfoot, villagers heading to homes and shops.

"You mean I can-"

Grandmamma nods.

"When?" he asks.

"Now?" she teases.

Hiccup gathers her in a hug. Saying thank you over and over and over. "You don't know what this means."

"I don't, but I know it'll make you happy." She says. "Now help me set up."

Hiccup had sent out an air mail to Astrid and the others. And soon they had the Pentagon traced out in salt, the dragons surrounding the border, and Hiccup at the podium facing the circle. The second thing he liked, besides not needing to be at the center was that he _will_ see Hadrian again.

Grandmamma placed the book on the podium and helped hiccup flip through the pages.

"Are you sure about this, son?" Stoick asks.

Hiccup looks to him and smiles. "More than anything."

Stoick, taken by surprise by Hiccup's smile, stepped back and waved a hand of encouragement. The genuinely of Hiccup's smile is what made him realize this is all he wanted.

"Just say the spell." Grandmamma speaks.

Hiccup took a deep breath. Focusing his energy, he let the warmth course through his legs and arms until it breached the tips of his fingers.

Opening his eyes, they glimmered a soft white. "_Ang aking walang kamatayan, dalhin ako sa buhay."_

The remaining snow floated to the center of the circle, softly swirling and billowing as Hiccup kept his concentration. The snow tentatively swirled and wisped around, as if a delicate was manipulating it, and the snow was allowing it to let it bend to its will.

At the bottom, everyone watched as through the flurries, bits and pieces of fragmented porcelain scattered across the bottom.

"What are those?" Hiccup hears Fishlegs whisper.

_Broken pieces of myself_, Hiccup thinks.

Peering down he can see the jagged hole of the once called demon.

Hiccup squeezed his eyes tighter. Soon the bits rattled and were enveloped in a light blue halo. They joined the snow in its tentative waltz, spinning and twirling around one another.

Everyone stared as Hiccup open his eyes, gazed up and watched the pieces slowly stick to one another with quiet _clinks_ here and there. They started at the feet, and the more pieces that were disturbed, the quicker the life-size puzzle was put together. Hiccup could see the black-clad clothing drape over the legs, and wrap around as the torso came into play.

Hiccup hitched a sob as the face came to life bald at first, then in a swoop of snow, the black-feathery hair was swaying, haloing his head. The hole in his cheek filled with flakes until it seeped and molded into a smooth cheekbone.

His eyes were closed in sleep rather than death.

Hiccup closed his and imagined a violet stream seeping from his fingertips and joining in the billow of specks. It twirled and contorted like ink in water for a few moments before letting it sink into his nooks and cracks, all his secret spaces.

Lowing his arms, eyes returning normal, Hiccup stepped back and watched the purple mist swirl and contort as his form became more solid.

The sun pierced through the clouds like golden darts, casting its curtain on the circle.

His mouth gaped open, and as he took a deep mixture of a gasp and breath in, his skin brightened to the normality of the living.

His eyes blinked open, and when they laid upon Hiccup, they widened in surprise. They scanned over the small crowd.

Hiccup's tears flowed free.

The black cloth wrapped around his waist and stopped just below the knees, his torso bare. Hadrian slowly lowered to the ground, and his feet shyly touched the grass as if testing if it was real. When they placed flatly, they twitched and his toes curled, feeling the dirt beneath his feet. He looked at his hands, turning them over and over.

He briefly laughed and looked to Hiccup. "Hiccup," he whispers.

Hiccup launches forward, breaking the bind of the circle, and wrapping his arms Hadrian's neck, unleashing wave of sobs. Hadrian's arms wrapped around Hiccup and drew him in. Hiccup sobbed into his shoulder as he felt his skin.

It was thick. Warm. Real.

Hiccup stepped back and gazed at Hadrian's features. They were smooth, not a crater or hole to be been. The palpable peach color drifted into a red near his cheeks. The dark of his hair seeming more brown than black. And his eyes, oh his eyes. They were still piercing, but the fervor in them had chiseled away the stark cold wall he had taken so long to build.

Hiccup stepped back and raised his hand and held his palms out to him. Hadrian lifted his own hand to mirror Hiccup's. He pressed their palms together, the warmth still existed.

"This is, real?" he asks.

Hiccup smiles, tears burning at the edges of his eyes. "You're real."


	22. Epilogue

Hadrian sits atop the chain dome of the Academy. His hand wrapped around the chain link while he gazes out at the sunset. The clouds a soft pale rose that slowly bleeds into a pink and orange blaze. Slowly surrendering itself to the night.

"Hadrian!" Hiccup calls.

Hadrian looks behind to see Hiccup crawling up the dome on Toothless. The Night Fury's eyes a hypnotic ice green shimmering against its scale black skin.

"Hey." Hadrian shyly replies.

"Where have you been? I've been looking all over for you." Hiccup says as he dismounts the dragon and crawls his way level with him.

"Just, enjoying the sights." Hadrian replies as he returns his gaze to the sunset. "I can't count on my fingers the numbers of sunsets I've missed, and I don't want to miss any more of them."

"And you won't." Hiccup promises, placing a hand on Hadrian's shoulder. "I kept my promise didn't I?"

Hadrian chuckles, a soft and humble tone that sounded for foreign coming from his lips. Hiccup looked to him in surprise, even a little scared by it.

"Can you believe how far we've come?" he asks.

"I know. It's weird." Hiccup agrees. "I mean, a couple years ago, you were a part of me, then you wanted to kill me and take over Berk . . ."

"You better be making a point with his." Hadrian says.

Hiccup laughs. "But now, we're, friends."

"It's weird."

"You're not having second guess are you?" Hiccup suddenly asks.

Hadrian laughs. "No, it's just, I never thought I'd make it out of that place. So dark and cold. Nothing had a purpose, everything was just there. And now," he brings his hands forward, turning them over and over. "I have my own skin, my own blood, my own thoughts. And this world is in color." He adds for amusement. "It feels like a dream."

"But it's not."

Hadrian nods. "But it's not." He repeats. "I'm awake and I'm alive. I know what I believe inside."

"And now it's your time." Hiccup says.

Toothless buds between them and coos nuzzling Hadrian's cheek. He chuckles as he pats Toothless' snout.

When Hadrian looks to him, Hiccup feels warmth pool in his stomach as Hadrian's eyes have melted into a pale emerald with a pupil. His hair had faded off into a muddy brown, instead of black, thought feathery texture still swayed at the slightest breeze. His black and leather chained ensemble was replaced with something more suitable for this New Hadrian.

A short-sleeve navy-blue tunic with black pants. The neckline dipped down and crosshatched in X's at his chest. He didn't wear any leather gauntlets or a helmet, and that's what made still resemble Hiccup despite their much different physical appearance.

For the past week Hadrian's been living in the village, he still claims to hear the screams. Feel the ash, and he'd wake thrashing just as Hiccup did during his week of recovery Goathi examined him and declared him stable but traumatized. With Hiccup's therapy and welcoming nature, soon the nightmares calmed, but didn't case.

They both know they'll never officially go away. And still none of them have said to one another that they're safe.

Hiccup still goes to Grandmamma for training, but now it seems he's gaining more control and experience. A newfound confidence that powers his will to try harder.

"Come on," Hiccup says. "we need to move. Gobber's cooking his Berk-famous mutton with dressing."

Hiccup and Hadrian slide down while Toothless happily hops down, taking up the front as they walk towards the village.

Stoick couldn't accept Hadrian as a son but Hiccup didn't mind. The idea of being, step-related seemed, odd. Hadrian was so independent and strong, adding a stubborn father and an admittedly know-it-all brother seemed, out of his element. And it wasn't that Stoick was holding a grudge, but it was just a mutual thing.

The villagers were wary about him given his past, some, still give him dirty looks based upon that. But Hiccup cleared enough with the village to at least accept him. Hadrian knew the costs of coming to the village, moving in. But he still walks with a head held high.

Upon reaching the Great Hall, the scent of cinnamon, freshly baked bread, and spiced meat seeped to their noses, causing their stomachs to growl. The music from the musicians washed over them, building and falling, the melody mimicking itself, then starting over. The Berkians raised a toast to the vanquishing of the dreaded demon Lilith.

The thick gold-and-red Hall lay stretched before them. Thick velvet draperies spilled from tall walls, like motionless crimson waterfalls. The smell of perfume and wine mingled with the scent of the rich food. More red-and-gold-lined draperies hung suspended from the vaulted ceilings. A warm fire crackling in the pit. Gobber was singing some celebratory songs while Mulch and Bucket handed out plates of food.

The table was covered with an elaborate feast. A whole roast pig with an apple stuck in its mouth. A standing rib roast with little paper puffs on the top of each rib, sat next to a mangled-looking goose covered with chestnuts. There were bowls of gravies and sauces and creams, rolls and breads, collards and beets and spreads Hadrian couldn't name.

As they weave their way through the crowd of people, shoulders were grabbed and shaken in joy, handshakes were passed and kisses were bushed with the women. It didn't take long for _them_ to accept Hadrian into the village.

Stoick was laughing with Spitelout and Mulch as the boys approach. "Ah, Hiccup, Hadrian, please join us."

Hadrian takes a seat, while Hiccup fetches a plate. Hadrian nervously taps his fingers along the mug. "Hadrian," he hears Stoick say.

He pops his head up to see Stoick sit down next to him. "Listen, while I know we haven't had the best connection, I just want you to know, that I am forever grateful to you, for saving my son."

Hadrian stares at him before speaking. "It almost feels like the other way around. I'm grateful to him for saving me"

Stoick places a hand on Hadrian's shoulder. "He said you were the only one who understands him. The only one who can connect with him on levels, I, we didn't know existed. And despite everything you've done, what you _could've_ done to Hiccup, you saved him. You helped him. And for that I am grateful." Hadrian smiles. "And while I know I can't accept you as a son, please know I think of you as my own."

"Thank you, Stoick."

Hiccup returns with two plates filled with as much food as he can carry. As Stock raises another toast, Hadrian looks up from his turkey leg and elbows Hiccups. "Hey. Check it out."

Hiccup looks and nearly chokes on his mutton.

It was Astrid.

She was dressed in folds lace and a pair of pale blue flats. The thing was vintage and frilly. It had a lace overlay, a sweetheart neckline, and a poofy skirt that frills out and falls to just below the knees when she stood. It was nothing she would have ever picked out herself – almost too pretty, with the royal blue satin ribbon that tied around the waist. Her hair was in a beautiful braided updo.

Heather was over on the other side of the hall, conversing with a few Vikings, and standing with her parents. The dark green velvet dress she wore hugs her upper body and falls in graceful lines to her ankles. Black lace panels shimmer between the skirt's folds, and black ribbon laces up the back. For the finishing touch, her hair is in a waterfall braid that falls forward a few curls.

Hiccup gets up and walk's toward Astrid who seemed more self-conscious if not uncomfortable as she flattens her skirt.

When Hiccup reaches her, she keeps her head low to hide the pink on her cheeks.

"I feel like a prissy." She mumbles.

"You look, absolutely beautiful." He says.

She looks up and smiles.

Leaning down, Hiccup connect their lips in a gentle kiss that still ignited a fire through Astrid' chest.

Parting, Hiccup softly speaks. "Please remember, that it will always, be you."

Astrid clamps her lips together to hold back a goofy laugh, then stands on her tiptoes and presses a kiss against his cheek. Linking their fingers together, they take a seat as the men join in Gobber in a sing-along.

Hiccup gazes around the Hal, his hand with Astrid' Hadrian sitting next to him, and Fishlegs and the others talking and waiting among their dragons.

They say if you dream a thing more than once, it's sure to come true. Hiccup dreamt of Hadrian so many times. And now, he's real. He's his friend, his brother. While I've been plagued by nightmares and demons, given a destiny I never thought I'd be able to manage, I've pushed through ti with the help of friends and families.

The thing about nightmares is sooner or later you always wake up.

As Hiccup raises a mug in toast, Hiccup lets the hops inside him flare and seep into his secret places until it's completely overtaken him; like black poison.

And he lets himself believe, for the first time, he's finally woken up from his nightmare.


	23. Preview

As Hadrian sets down the plate of eggs and toast, Toothless sneaks over and licks off one slice, quickly crawling away. Hadrian approaches back and sees the missing piece, looking to Toothless gobbling it up.

"Okay, guess it's a half-sandwich day." He says sitting down.

Hiccup comes down the stairs as he shrugs on his leather vest.

"Hey Hiccup."

"Hey Hadrian, how's it going?" Hiccup asks as he approaches the table. "You like your new home, make new friends?"

Hadrian and Toothless look to each other than to Hiccup. "What's happening right now?" Hadrian asks.

"I'm befriending you. Sort of." Hiccup answers. "I read a book last night. Some of it."

"Maybe if you'd read it to the end, it would've said we don't need to do this." Hadrian retorts.

"Oh come on, Hadrian. You just got moved into the village, I'm still practicing magic while trying to maintain sanity at the Academy. And I just want to make sure you're doing okay."

"Hiccup, I'm fine. I promise. The only thing we need to worry about is my hunger." Hadrian shoots Toothless a glare and Toothless licks his chin. "I swear I've lost five pounds on the new Toothless diet."

As Hadrian goes and dumps the rest of his finished breakfast in the sink, Hiccup shrugs on his satchel. "Oh which reminds, listen I know I haven't been around much for dinner since you've been here,"

"Fine with me, upsetting for you but go on." Hadrian chimes in.

"There was a big project at the Academy, but it's over so I promise you, I will be home tonight and we are going to have the best dinner to celebrate your three week anniversary of living in the village. Yay." Hiccup says.

"Hiccup, just so we're clear, you are dating _Astrid_ right?"

* * *

><p>"Come on Hadrian, don't you ever just want to fly? Feel the wind through your hair?" Hiccup persuades.<p>

"Hiccup, I'm fine. I don't need a dragon. Besides, let's face it. None of your dragons really suite my personality." Hadrian says as he gazes around at the dragons of the Academy.

"Well unfortunately Hadrian, the only dragon I thin would work would be a Night Fury." Fishlegs states.

"But Hiccup already owns Toothless." Hadrian reminds.

"And besides, I've already put him through enough back when my Dad was looking for a dragon." Hiccup adds as he scratches the Night Fury's ear.

"And Hiccup and Toothless have the closest relationship ever, I doubt he'd be willing to ride with me." Hadrian adds.

"Well, I can think of one other dragon." Fishlegs says.

"What?" Hadrian asks curiously.

Hiccup's eyes widen. "Fishlegs no."

"It was just a suggestion." He counters.

"The last time we found that thing it didn't exactly want to be friends." Hiccup reminds.

"But the match might be perfect."

"We're still talking about a _dragon_ right?" Hadrian chimes in.

"Look Hiccup, if your dad thought the Thunderdrum was his dragon, maybe this could be another match." Fishlegs anticipates.

Hiccup sighs in aggravation as he rotates, conjuring a response. "Hiccup?" Hadrian asks.

"There is one dragon . . ."

* * *

><p>"I don't know about this Hiccup." Hadrian says as they gaze at the dragon frozen in ice.<p>

"We'll never know until we try, Hadrian." Hiccup assures.

* * *

><p>"Who is that, riding my Skrill?!" Dagur yells. "Capture him!"<p>

* * *

><p>"No! No! Leave him alone!" Hiccup screams as he's forced to his knees by Beserker guards.<p>

Hadrian's wrists were bound above his head, his shirt torn away. He struggles to stand as his toes were the only thing touching the ground. He hisses from another lash against a raw, bloody slab of meat that used to be his back.

"No!" Hiccup shrieks, tears running down his face.

The stones beneath Hadrian are wet with his blood. Hiccup nearly lost it as he saw tears stream down Hadrian's face, teeth grit so hard they might crack.

Dagur looks to him with a grin the hideous parody of mirth. He raises the whip again.

"No!" throw himself forward, struggling to get free of the guards holding him in place.

Hadrian's eyes flutter open and they lock with Hadrian. Hiccup cries and screams as the Skrill thrashes against the guards.

All Hiccup could do was say he was sorry. Mouth it as Hadrian looked to him with pleading eyes. Tears running down his face as the whip slashed at his back.

Something desperate and dark awakens within Hiccup, biting through his stomach like bile.

Hiccup bites at one guard's hand, sinking his teeth into the flesh. Jerking his head to the side, he rips the skin and droplets arc through the air. The guard releases him and Hiccup slams the heel of his foot into the other. Using his free hand, Hiccup gropes for his knife in his belt.

"_Look, Hadrian, you're my firmed now. You're stuck with me no matter what_." Hiccup remembers.

"_Funny thing is, I do like it_." He replied.

"_I promise I will protect you. Whether you like it or not. I will protect you_."

Hadrian's body goes slack.

Hiccup's eyes glow white and he lets out an ungodly howl.


End file.
